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SUMMARY

The pursuit of social science and history depends on generalisations which both
define and link single events . Generalisations, hawever, are cognitively intractable
and not completely decidable in terms of truth and falsity because they are not
inductively transparent. Hence, they embody evaluations. Just as observations are
theory-laden, generalisations are value-laden. The presence of these values makes it
very difficult in the social and historical sciences to distinguish generalisations
which are true from generalisations which are false. In the 19th century it was
therefore recommended that historians and social scientists confine themselves to
the recovery of the generalisations which other people in other societies believe to
be true, thus self-denyingly foregoing the search for genuine explanations and
making social science and history a sort of secondary knowiedge. This was
Historism. Accepting the undeniable intractability of these inevitable
generalisations, [am suggesting that ‘truth’ be replaced by ‘explanatory power' as a
criterion of selection. In this way one can go beyond the self-denial of Histarism and
arrive at a rational criterion for szlecting generalisations, A warning is scunded
about the newly emerging postmodernism which strecthes from Kuhn and

Wittgenstein to Derrida and Lyotard and which is Historism redivivus.
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THE DEONTOLOGICAI FACTOR IN HISTORY AND THE SOCIAL SCIENCES

AND HOW TO DEAL WITH IT RATIONALLY.

By contrast with the natural sciences which have no truck with values other than
those internal to all science, values are the legitimate and necessary concern of all
social sclences, including g especially the science of history, that is, the science of the
past. For in so far az these sciences are concerned with people and their social
organisation, the values these people and their social organsiations enshrine, arein
fact the subject matter of the social and historical sciences, snd the question whether

the historian or social scientist who is himself a member ofa society which
knowledge,

There is one kind of values which loom very large in all human organsiations and
activities - lies and other forms of dishonesty and mendscity, The study of such
obviously immoral habits is a 5 special branch of social pathology and I will not
concern myself with it in this paper. [ will concentrate instead on those values and
their roles which are inevitable pam of the social fabric and of social behaviour. In
confornity with the gensral therme of this Conference, I will sddress the question of
those inevitable values m:’.iinl'y in terras of the free competition among values, If
cne is dealing with walues, one rmust be able to distinguish good from bad, true from
falge; and if one cannot de o in these terms, one must have some other critedon If
there is no criterion at all, one remaing at sea and there cannot be competition
between values other than by sheer foree and violence My purpose is to find out

whether thers ave rational rather than violent means of dictsinction.

Gy "vaiues” Luisen hare ali tonas of behiavious as veell os of uniderstanding ihal
behawicur whick are not fully explicsble as means to an end or a2 justifisble in terms

of our knewls lge of the world. Absence of 'i‘-.lshﬁcaticn a2 such ,as Popper has

persuaded us, is noi by itzelfa sigh of an arbitrary commitrment te value, He sug

_‘:,;
R

that we judge the emnpirical content of 4 statement not in terrns of ts jus iriﬁbilitj;
but in termas of its filsiﬁ&bilih;. However, pace Papper, in the soclal sciences
falsifiability is as iinpractivable a criterion as justifiability. Where hiurnan beinge and
the diversities of socis] organsiations are concerned, the possibilities of ad hoc

v . :

hypotheses, of defining exseptions o rules, of immurnising theories by anding, 'yes,
but..." are infinite. The opportunities tor evasive action are so great that L have never

seen @ single examnple of s straight and conciusive falsifiaction in the secial and
5
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human sciences. If examples are needed, I wonld briefly refer to Grilnbaum's views
of the Freudian theory of homosexuality. With all his misgivings about Freud.
Griinbaum believes that the Frendian theory of homosexaulity is falsifiable and has
been falsified. But Griitnbaum's evidence is not only niot conclusive but invites the
consideration of all those circumstances which would explain away all falsifying
instances and thus save Freud's theory which would appear immune, or at least
imraune to the falsifications Grilnbanmhas suggested . [ do not think that such
and all similar irnmunities are due to the logical structure of the theory; but derix

from the wellnigh infinite complexity in which human and social life presents itself.

But let me corme back to the values thernselves. One of the he most obvious
instances of values defined as propositions which are lacking in justification as

well as in falsifiability, are generslisations. Now one could start by argueing that
generalisations are tricky and ought to be avoided and that if values are enshrined in
generalisations, one could solve the problem of walues in the social sciences Ly
avoiding generalisations, But this view, though widely canvassed by influential

philosophers like Richard Rom;, is both innocent snd naive. Let me explain,

Contrary to the position of Wittgenstein and the old Vienns school, the world does
not consist of a given rumber of events which can be registered by protocol
sentences or which can be formulated ss elementary or atomic propositions. The
world ig az it ig; bt it canbe sliced u pinan infinite nuwmber of ways info separal

facts, Sorne of thern are quite stnall - like the fact that lam sitting here, typingata
certain moment. Others ure quite big, like the Gulf War or the French Revolution, If
we do one kind of slicing, we can sureinble the slices at will and de a different kind of
slicing arud will then get a completely different - I would stress: unn ecognisabiy
dinemm - iot of events or facts even though the same ares in space and tirae 1s

covered by ther, Evers v one of these erents, the amall ores as well as the iz ones,

u“

are constructions and if any of these constractions van claiim a roy kind of sxabilih,.* Jet
alone pevmanence, it iz exclusively in terus of ay generslisation frora which they can

be deduced, An}' picture of so lrealn"; p.::.t or pre end, denund., on generalisations.

gmerahsanons, since their truth or fals 1ty1 not epist mologuall 7 unequivocally
decicabis, embody values or valuations, For this resson the historiar and the sodal
scientist have 1o hiave a method by which they can discritninate among these

FENS alisations .
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There is another circustance which points in the same direction, that is towards the
inevitability of generalisations. If somebody tells us "the kingdied ;and then the
queen died", this recital is not & plot because it is not an intelligible sequence. It
could easily. as these two statements stand, have happened the other way round.
The time sequence by itself is not an e: tplanation and mere contiguity in time does
not yield any mtelhglblht} In passing, one should stress that the two events are,
strictly speaking. not even ternporally contiguous . Even if the e queen died at s
rmornent which one would call chronologically ‘immediately after’, there remains a
terporal space between the two events into which one could insert all reanner of

other events which would go to separate the first event chronelogjcally from the

'&"J

econd event. I do not want to pursue this raattter here: but chronologicsl sequences
are not causal s sequences; and causa sequences can be sequences of events which are

not only not chronologicellj,.' contignonus, bt chronologicall wery far apart.

Howewer, when we say " the king died and then the queen died of grief”, we
immediatel‘y obtain a coherent plot and an intelligible = story, because we have
constructed a narrative in which the two events are linked. In this rarrative the twa
eventsbecomefixed by themselwesand at once stand in an intelligible relationship
to one anothar, W 17 15 this ¥ The answer is that with the sddition of the words "of
grief”, we have linked the two events by & generalisation, We ail know that griefis
painful and that pain can kill. Thiz knowledge is a generalisation . But without this
gener:'ﬂ.lie:.riir:n‘n. the two gvents canvot be linked, With the generalization, one event

15 seen to be the cause of the second.

For the social scientists thers arises a special problem. The people or the society he is
stidying have generalisations of their own which they ase to explain themselves o
ihemselves, The historian or social scientist belon 1 10 & modern, mainly western
aeiety, in which other generalisations are currendt. Is he to use the generalisations
curreni in his soclely.complete with their valuations | to shady other sacietes and
censtruct 4 picturs of thern ¥ Or is he fo shed the generalisations he iz familiar with
and confine himself to those generalisstions which are or were current in the society
he is studying. During the history of the sonis] sclences different answers have been
given to these questions. But whatever ihe answers, they y depend on a criterion by

1

which one -mdl sunguich between seneralisations,

Let nz therefore take = closer look at generslisations. To old feshioned inductivists,

tnere was no problers abemt penerslisations One could, they maintained, easily
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. distinguish true ones from false ones. True generalisations were based on the
accumulation of particular instances and could legitimately be derived from such
accumulations. False generalisations were all those generalisations which could not
be so induced. There is no need to go aver this ground again. Thanks to Karl Popper,
we are today all agreed that this kind of induction does not work and that the
ar_g\.lment that we have an sbility to so distinguish between true and false

generalisations, falls to the ground.

If we cannot distinguish between true and false generalisations in terms of
induction, how can we be sure that some are truer than others and that some are
downright false and ought not tobe employed 7 [ arn afraid that my answer to this
question is extremely pessimistic because [ do not believe that we will ever be ahle to
make a distinction por & cheice in terms of true and false. There is no way in which
we tan genuinely, let alone rigorously, distinguish true generalisations from false
generalisations in the social and human sciences, Modern pragmtists - and 1am
thinking here of thinkers like Richard Rorty - would say that this is hardly
surprising, because there is in fact nothing in the world which corresponds to
generalisation, The world, they argue, consists only of particular events and if ore.
uses generalisations about particular events, one does so st one's own peril. But this
view is not helpful. Peril or not, we have to use 5un-=mh:,atmne and the fact that they
are cognitively intraciable does not entitle usto dismaiss thern a5 both useless and
unnecessary as modern pragrmatists are want to do. Peop]e do make gereralisations
not because they are wrong-headed or blind or both; but becsuse withont
generalisations there can be no kriowledge at all, Some of Korty's friends like the
Frenchmen Lyotard, have exclaimed "the less the better!” Bui this is a coniclusion
cannot accept and I am not prepared, tobelieve with Lyotard, that the wild chants of
the Cashinzhua are the lust and omle wovds sessible. Generslisations ars indeed
intractable . Not only can they not be derived from induction: but th 18y cannot even
pe supported . «s hasbeen argoed, by statistical reasening, For s'atistical reascning
presupposes gereralizations, Cne cazmot obeerse or list so ealled 'date’ unless ane

can define the contours of these data in terms of s general theory.

If we cannot do without generalisations and it we raust accept that generalisations
arein pﬂ'nciple undecidable, we must take 5 clozer look at the WAy in which walues

cveep into all generalisstions. I propose to consider this smarter from two different

[=s]

angles,
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First, let me give two brief exarnples of generalisations which, because of their
essential undecidability, enshrine value judgements and are therefore ,when
analysed properly, not truly descriptive of matter of fact. Among the ancients it was
universally believed that all men strive for fame and this belief was used to explain
all manner of behaviour. There was then and there is cerfainly not now a wayin
which we can decide whether this belief was truly justified; nor is it sensible to
consider it falsified because we can cite two or three or even & hundred exarmples to
the COI‘ltI'EtI’y*.ThOI.IE;h mgniti*-.-*el}' intractable, the generalisation sbout farne was held
nevertheless because it ernbodied a value about after-life. Or take a totally different
example. In New Zealand it is at present widely believed that lack of econormnic
growth is caused by inflation.In New Zealand there is quite & lot of evidence to show
that this generalisation is not true. However, the evidence is not decisive because
people can keep citing special conditions which explain the falsifying evidence away,
One wery popular way of explaining it away is to say that the massive
unemployment which admittedly irapedes growth because it reduced the spending
power of the consumers, is "structural” and not an economic phenomenon. Being
intractable, the gerieralisation is not ox nuy not abandoned but not even doubted
becsuse it enshrines a value, To combat inflation, govemment hag to pull out of 11l
manner of social and economic activities, Sinee it isbelieved - and thisisa value
judgement - that government activ ity isbad, such pullm- out is welcomed. The
faslifying evidence, such as it is, is disrnised a5 fivelevant, Thiz hidden value

m redient 1s keepm reneralisation afloat,

If generalisations belong to the realm of values because they are cognitively fairly
iniractable, there is another quite different reason why they function: as values in
gocial argansation, We ralk glibly about social organization and take it almost for

yranted hst orrue form or other of sociai ovzanisetion is & condition of bumen

existence, [ do nat doubi that it is ; oat the way it fanctions s resll 7 quile
roysterions, Huyaen beings are eraneshed in so called primavy bonds with one

another, But these bonde sre shictly biologicsl and derive trora the fact that children
have parents and have to be rurtured by them, These bonds though tremendously
sirong . do not esrend for enough to produce what we call zocial orgenisation.
Horeover, if o wicer and larger social organsiation is te take shepe. thers are ;;;ocd

reasons why these umlo-ﬁxull’* wen bonds have tobe weakened . It used tol

cornmonplacs of secial scierce to say that the § ainily is based on these prirary boruls
and that social orgnaiation is an assembly of families.Eut this formualtion dispuises

rather than explains the problem, Howr iz :1 that families can form borids 7 The first
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answer is that exchanges of women between families extend the primary bonds to
include a number of families. But by this method the range of the resulting social
organsiation is strictly limited and by this method one would never arrive at the
formation of larger social organisations. such as nations, let alone of Common
European Markets or the United States of America, It is a truism of anthropology
that primitive societies which rely exclusivley on these extended primary bonds
rernain very small. It would take us too far to g0 into the history of the evolution of
social bonding, But let me briefly state that one of the many efficient ways of creating
social bonds which exterid beyond the pritnary bond and which can replace it, is
shared generalisations. & vast nurmber of large societies are indeed based on the
acceptance of generalisations withiri a boundary. People who share certain

reneralisations, are people who belong to the same *sOth:t',.
A B

Here we encounter & very odd phencmenon, There are some generalisations which
are quite unsuitable for generating this kind of social bond. These are the
generalisation which are shared by & large number of people on the simple ground
that they are true. Take the generalisation that the sun rises in the mormming, [ will
not go into the question as ta why most people believe this tobe a true
generalisation and as to whether they are or are not justified in that belief, But the
belief is so widely held that whatever else it does, it cannot function as  social bond
because it does not exclude anybody.Or, if it does exclude anybody, it only excludes
lunatics whom no -societ':,r wauld be keen to count arnong their members ANYWAY.
There is, however, one special kind of generalisation which can perform the
function of creating a social bond arnong certain people and of excluding other
people. perfectly well. Peyadoxically , this is the kind of | generalization which is so
false that it iz not ganerally held by 21l people but whick is held an by a smnellish
nnber of pwple. It is weil kniown thai ’hc checalisaiicin inai the earib (s fisl -2
generalisation about planetary motion and the visual appearance of horizons, etr,
which by any standard is false - isca pable of acting as a social hond arnong certain
people, The people who belizve it to be true, form & sociaty - the sovalied
flat-earth-society - and all the people who do not, are excluded, If there is tobe
zocial bonding other thai social boriding bazed on the biologically conditioned
prirnary bond, these false seneralisations pley an imporiant part. Here then we
hawve a reason vrhy certain values are socialh Yy efficient. Bad nres or f2lse ones are
sociully rnore eficient than trnue and good ones,

For the sake of srgurment | hawe been exagzerating, It is not wital for a a generalisstion
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+ tobe false orbad or both to act as & social bond. 11 that is necessary is that it should
differ from other generalisations held by other people, so that these other people can
be defined as excluded from the society in question. The people who hold the
generalisation are included and in this way the generalisation acts ag a social bond.
AllTam saying is that the requirements of social bonding are such that human
beings need vast numbers of different generalisations - orat least a vast number of
generalisations which are sufficieintly different from one another so as to be able to
act a8 & sorial bond between some people and designate the rest of mankind as
excluded. So we come to the conclusion that the inevitable value & component in
generalisation is not only episternologically grounded; but also socially

adwvantageous. No wonder that we get a vast array of different generalisation and

different values,

¥What then is the attitude of historians and social scientists 7 7 Strangely enough, fora
very long time, right down to the 15th century, the differences in these valuations
were not noticed; or, in so far as they were noticed, the gy were not considered

atial but merely due to local idios yncracies. Historians of historiography and
historians of secial seience have all rerarked on this fact, Frern Herodetus to
Gibbon it was taken that human nature was uniformn and that whatever the local
circurnstances happened tobe, «ll human beings reacted raore or less in the same
way. This indicaies that neither the cognitive intmct&bilit}' of generalisations nor
the social efficiency of id domreratic divisive and Jor false peneralisations was
naticed.D1.m'ngthcse long centuries methodelogical debates alw ways turned
exclusively upon the difference betwe en miyth and history, That is, on the question
whether ¢ something alleged to be the case really was the case or not.
[do ot wish o telittle the h;;'f-cn*n...ucc: ol this provla. Myt and histon Y ait 1ot
readily distinguishable, The only way in which one can distin guish betweer therr
ter estabiishing a time seale o that one locate the event.lf it cannot be so located it
rerging noythical, One notices that <lraost all myths stert by irentioning a place
where the event is supposed to have happened; but avoid & lacation in time Ly using
the forranls ‘once apor s time' that iz, they =rplicily avoid & tins indexation. What
maitered thersiore for rational discrimination was the establishinent of a
chronologieal scheme This means one bad te spree on a peint fron whkich to count

either bikwards or forward, Thers wete taany competing schemss - ihe Brai

Dljn,'mplc games, the bivth of Christ, the foundation of Rome, the creation of the

3

werld, et and the prevened schierne slwaws enshirined a value, Bui sincs it was
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merely a question of counting & it was posgible to compare the scheraes and to locate
if atall, an event on more than one scheme. It is significant that the first scholar
ever to attempt such a rationally universal cornparison of chronological schemes
was & Christian bishop, Eusebius of Caesarea who died about 340 A.D. The mere fact
that,of all peaple, a dedicated Christian apologist should be able to embark on this
task shows that the task itself was considered innocuously value-free, Admittedky,
Eusehins' purpoese was limited. He did not doubt that hurnan nsture was uniform
and that the sanme generalisations were used everywhere. He merely wanted to find

a rational method to distinguish between m’jﬁh and history.

All this changed at the beginning of the modern era.In the 18th century the view
that human nature was uniform and that the same generalisations - barring
idiosymeratic deviations - held good everywhwere and at all times, collapsed. There
were a nurmber of reasons for this collapse and it would take us too far to go into
them. Bncﬂv they came from very diverse quarters. One reason was the
ascenvdancy of the Romantic view that all individuals differ from one another and
that each individualis ineffableand with individual inetfability there went,
naturally, the stress on the irdividual diffevences between nations snd other
societies, The generalisations current in societies were desmed to be derived from
the national spirit of that nation and so,again nat wrally, differed frora one another,
The other strong influsnee was the jrewing knowledge of the world and with it, an
awareness of how many different people there were in the world snid that the
differences were by no means confined to the differences between Muslims, Jews and

Chrishans.

This rnajor revolution in our awaleness of the diferences rather than the
similarities between people and peoples iz the subject of Meinecke's Origins of
Historism aud vras desnbed by i as one of the really pxofcn.um changes in hurnan
awareness. The chiangs in outlook rroduced & cowplete reorientation in the socdal
and historical sciences, So far the problern had been to distinguish between royth

and reality. Now it beearne clear that that disuineiion was not enough and that

behind it there was looraing a more formidable problem.

If the generalisstions onrvent in = cerlain sociaty at o certain me ware
fundamentally different fror the generalisations current in all other societies at &1

other tices, it follows that the unaveidable empioyment of senersiisailons in
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* reconstructing the past or even the present of a society leads to a chaotic situation. If
the historian employs the generalisations current in his society to reconstruct the
society of the ancient Romans, he will get one result. If a historian from another
society uses his generalisations to reconstruct the events in ancient Rome, he will
get a different result. The question then arose as to which generalisations should
legitimately be employed. Since generalisations are cognitively intractable, the
answer that one must use those that are tnie is not available, for one cannot
distinguish true ones from false ones. Hence the value ingredient came more and

more to the fore.

Eventually in the wake of the German Romantic school of historiography and social
science there was established a very straight solution, It was widely hailed as &
sophisticated method but in my view amounted to no more than a resignation. The
argurnent went like this. We cannot apply out own generalisations to, say, the
Romans. But we can try to recover the generalisations the Roman used in order to
reconstruct their history and their sotiety. That way we will get a pacture of the
Remans which will very nearly coincide with the picture which they had of
themselves, This methodological principle was then generalised and summed up in
the view that while one cannot pronosunce on the truth of any generalisation in any
soclety, one can truthfully esteblish what generalisation were used in any given

somet:-,r.

This principle led to the position which has become known as ‘Historism'. s
problermns are well krown, They consist in the first place to a committment to total
relstivism in the face of the values inherent in zenerslisations end a suspension of
any judgement about the trath of these generalisations, Iin the second place, they
preciude ary considerailon of evolution o1 even development, For if any society
canonly be Known in its own tenr, that iz, in terms of the seneralisations which
that society uses, one cannot armve at a ariterion try which to corapere different

generalisstions, Condined to relativism, one cannot ses why some generalisations

are earlier than others, why some gave way to others and why the relationship

betwesr the pessage of time and the emeigence of generalisations and the societies
that are based on them is not randora. In the eyes of a geriuine Historist | it is pure
acrident thet Marhattan came efter the Olduwal Gorge and not before; or that

fendaiisng preceda:i vatier than followred ca.I:-i’talism. Az one ritic P it it in

Historism the srorld and especially the past of the vrorld becornes randomized. The

4

truth of a socisl seience or « historical narrative can be establishen relative jo what
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was believed to be true in the society and in the past the social science is about; but

there can be no basis for judging as to whether these generalisations were true or

not.

poe
P

In a way, given my earlier argument that generalisations are by their very nature
cognitively intractable, this Historist conclusion is net surpirising, Nevertheless, w

hawe to ask ourselves whether it can be the last word. To be; m rxmh relativisn

.;-
73

nethodological principles is an essentially untensble position. There is onh] one
world and whatever varieties of adaptations, both biolog gical and cultural, there are
possible, they must all be compatible with ene another, This means that they must
be capable of being related to one another It indicates that there must be a way in
which one connect all the several adaptations. This is certainly so in biology in which
we can account for the great variety of varieties and species by a very simple
over-arching principle of natural selection, It must also be so in the case of
soclo-cultursl evolution, because all social organisations are variations on the basic
theme of cooperation. How this can be done is & thomy problern; but the one thing
we can be sure of is that these variations on the theme are not randorn and that
some are earlier than others and that they are not all - as Leopold von Ranke would

have it - ‘equidistant froim Ged",

We must therefore, decidedly reject the Historist claim that the final truth shout any
gociety at any time is the reconstruction of the picture they had of thernselves with
the help of those generalisations which they theimselves used to ex uploy. Since we
also understand now that raany of these gereralisations fulfill their sociai purpose
of providing a social bond because they are false generalisations, we must be doukly

suspicious of any society's claim that their self-identification in terms of their own

generalisations s final.On the other hand, there is no reasor to believe that a
ronstruction of a picture with the help of the generslisations nwrrent in the
construcior's society is prefereble. For the consthructors’ own gencralisations sre as
intractable, as value-charged and s undecidabie az those of the se ciety which iz being
studied. We must adrait 1o be at sea , for the cognitive intractability of all
generslisations deprives us of the ore sirnple eriterion of distinction and preference

which would be available if we could decide which seneralizations ars 4

which are falze .

There iz, however, a way out, If wre cannot distinguish between peneralisations in

terrns of their iruih and falsity, wa van distingaish between thein in 1erms of their
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explanstory power. The degree of explanatory power sets up a very natural
competition and we can say that the generalisations with the greater explanatory
power are to be preferred to the ones with the lesser explanatory power. It will then
appear that those generalisations which are most explanatory, are the explanations
which are to be preferred . To be more precise: the competition on these terms, is,
admittedly, not natural in the sense of heing automatic. But it iz niot & competition
which the historian or social scientist carries out according to arbitrary preferences
dictated by his own value judgements. The criterion of explanatory power is firmly
rooted in ontology. There is only one world and ro matter how rmany varieties of
thingz there are in it, they must all be compatible with one another, Even if they do
not appea.r to be so at first sight, there must be an underlyving explanation of that
seetning incornpatibility. Nero's opposition ta Christians is not compatible with
Constantine's promotion of Christians. But there is an obvious explanation why
Nero was against and Constantine for Christianity, so that the incompatibility
disappears. To put it briefly: a preference for a generalisation with a high degree of

explanatory power isnot arbitrary but in conformity with reality,

Let me give a very brief exampie of how this would work out in practice,
Muslims,Jews snd Christians have perfectly good explanations of the origin and
"truths” of their religions, But each explanation is current inside the religious group
1t explains and has no currency outside that group. It is parochial and its explanstory
povrer is therefore sery low, Now the old Historist would ;when faced with this
situation, simply state that it is his business to recover the Jewish, the Christian and
the Muslim explanation and to leave it at that, But then Duarkheir came alongand

cffered an explanation of the ongin of religious belief which is applicable to all three

l:..n

religious groups, Thet explanation has gre:

reater explanatory power than either of the

ihree parocilel explacations, For inis reason the genoralisation on which it depends

istobe tobe preferred to the generalisations on which the parochal explanations
depended. | wouald like lo siress that the preference iz entively in terme of

explanatory power arand not in terzns of truth, There 5 ne vray in which one could

determine whether Durkheim's farnous theor;,* is "tru=" in the sense that it

Lunc}-onds 2 the fucta, ¥What indeed, in this case, are the 'facts" 7 Ewer if we could

b—"

confront the founders of these religions and ask thern, we could be certain thai eac
would indignanily reject the Durkbeim explanation and prefer his own, As the
parochial explanations are clearly atternpts at seif-legitimisation and theretore az
sugpect as any judgercent in one's own cause, one could brugh them aside. Ent one

would then be left with the task of having e produce evidence for Durkbeim's
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* alternative explanation or state under what conditions it would be false. I think [ arm
niot exaggerating when I say categorically that it is impossible to define what would
count as evidence or what would count as falsification of Durkheim's generalisation
abaut the origin of religious belief. One would al'ﬁ!‘l‘j,‘b be thrown hack upen
interrogating the founders and, even if that were passible, one would always meet
with their firm denial of Durkheim's allegation and Durkheim, equally finmnly,
would be entitled to dismiss that evidence as the evidence of a hostile and clearly

self-serving witness,

Nezxt, we have to consider a power ful objection against our preference for
Durkheim. One could argue and it has indeed been argued, that Durkheim's
explanation is based on a generalisation which is nothing g more than the ideclogy
current in modemn western society. To export it to earlier and foreign religious
comununities is an act of intellectual tyranny, aided and abetted and indeed made
possible by western imperialism. It ra ay look indeed that way: because it brushes
aside the indis genous explanations and substitutes « foreign explanation. Since all
explanations are based on cognitively intractshle generalisations, we are here faced

by an exarnple of pelitical tyranny; and not by a case of sclentific understanding,

This objection cannot be rebutted by the simple appeal to "truth”, As Thawve argued,
Durkheim's theory is not “true” in any meaningful sense of that term. But the
cbjection can be rebutted by an ppeal to its srplanatery pomer, It is superior to a1y
parochial explanation because it & plam., more, it explains not just the origin of the
Christian or the Jewish religion; but it explains the origins of all religions, The
application of the word "imperialistic” or "fyrannous” iz therefore out of place and
can have no more meaning than the applieation of the word "fascist” by eriminal
shinheads to the poiice, Durkheira, {o repeal, is not fiu posing his own "parochial’
explanation or others; but is proposing a urdverss r-parochial explanation, If
his expolansation were parochial and would apply onl'_:,,' to his wwn, Frerch sociery
the beginning of the 20th certury, he weuld indeed be | prulty of "yrannons
nperialism”, (This srgument in fsvour of Durkheim is equally applicable to
conternporary femindsts who tend to dismiss theories proposed by male persons as
instarces of phallogocentric male chauviniam. Some of those theories no doubt are
such instancas; bat rany oihess are more universal and franscend the » parcchialiso
of acadernic clubs even though the raajority of their ruermbers happer: 1o be rmale

persons,)
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* It wouldbe comfcrting if one could leawe the matter here. But unfnrtunately the nld

'

Historist argument that one must understand every s society in its own terms and do
no more is making a powerful come-back at the present time in the guise of so called
postmodemism, I consider this revival of Historism as postmodernism a very grave
intellectual threat to scientific integrity - a threat which I believe to be much greater
than the recourse to Keyres or the appeal to other forms of collective responsibility.
Many people are too concerned with what Hayek called the “fatal coneeit” and are
looking in the wrong direction and are not aware that the real threat to freedom of
choice betvreen theories and explanations is now corning, at the end of our century,
from pastmodemista. I would therefore like to conclude by y spelling out the nature

of this threat.

Historism held sway because it was argued convincingly that generalisations are
cognitively intractable and that a search for truth about societies can achieve nothing
more than the discovery of the truths current in other societies, One can indead
decide whether a statement that the ancients believed that men are prompted by the

search for fane is true or not. The question whether they were genuinely motivated
by that veurch cannot be ansvwered, The cotrect reply to old-fashioned Historism was
that though one cannot decide whet ancient people were really motivated by, ene
can prefer a gereralisation with greater explanatory power to 4 parochial
generalisation with poor explanatory power. But our contemporary postrodern
fellow-intellectuals have succeeded in reformulating the eld-fashioned poverty of
Historism so that Kuhn, for exarnple, has come up with the proposition that there is
nothing much to chose between Pioleray and Einstein, Neither Ftolemy nor
Einsteir, Kuhn is argueing teils the truth shout the planets. The difference between
them is simply that the: i hawe two different ways of caleulating the position of the
&s1Th relative fo the pla.neis. The fact thei Einstein's way of doing it nus greater
sxplansiory power than Foleny's woy of dein g1t is swept under the mrpt’(. Applied
to our own exarnple, o Kulmiar wenuld argue that thers is nothing rauch to chose

seen Durkhehin's explanation of the origin of the Jewish religion and the

irufliganmls Biblical s story, How has it come about that this postrnodern revival of

Historism has proved 20 widely aopealing 7
yay A

The reason for thiz wide appeal les, it has tobe admitted, is a fatal conceit
raoderndsm wag guilty of, T was helieved that langusge is o totally neatral and
transparent medium which nnequivocally refers to the world and enables scientists,

ocial as well as naharal ones. to jell i how i, The first thinker to discover that this
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.+ assumption wag a conceit and ta point out that that conceit was fatal, was Nietzeche.
Nietzsche has beer blamed for, as well as credited with | all sorts of contentions. But
it seerns to me that this insight was his most important and crucial contribution . It
led him to a scepticism which went farbeyond that of Marx and Freud. Marx

believed that only the powerful and the rich are dishonest and Freud tried to
persuade us that only repressed wishes cause trouble. Nietzache pointed out that the
weak and the exploited and our unrepressed desires are equally untrustworthy and

self-serving,

Nietzsche was profoundly irordeal and there is no telling what conclusions he
wonld have reachied had he not lost his mind altogether, But the epigones, less
ironical and lacking his sense of detachment, took the suggestion that language is
not a neutral medium, seriously and literally and worked up to the conclusion that
our languages are our prisons and that as long as we are following the rules of any
one language game we are a5 right or as § Wrong ss one can ever be and that there is
ne way in which one can compare ene game with another.let slone prefer any ons
garme and the propositions it allows to any other nroposition. In this view, a text iz a
text and one cannot criticise it by leoking 2t another text, let alone by looking at the
world, If one does, one is coraraitting nothing less than rape and if one is not raperd
in return, one becames a powerful tyrant whose propositions trinmph over others
not because they are tie or becanse they have greater explanatory power: but
because they happen tobe the propositions of a powerful zroup restin g ot on thair
laurels but on their nuclear weapons, There is no need to make detailed
attributions of thess views, We will all 1 cognise here the prencuncernents of
Wittgenstein, Kuhn, Derrids, Foucault and Lyotard - all of whor have contributed
theirbit to the prevailing postmodernisin which revives the original pasition of
distonsin in which i s impoasible to dlghmgl.u Lozetireern zeaeralisations, Thls
postmodern extravagant reaction te the fatal conceit of rnodemism that language is
an innocent.neutral madingm, s ppears to rme as e Lu—"- Arning B of a new dark rd hl nf
ihe intellect,  wonld sty mgl" recorarnend that we resist the posttuoderm lareor
Wittzenstein and Kuhn , Ly yotard and Derrida and that the fatal conceit of
motdernisis be rectiied instesd by the substitution of "expltnatr.m; pot--.-er" for

"truth b',, correspondence i the facts" as the oriterion of Lompazlsuu arud of th

selection of zereralisations.
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