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ON FEYERABEND'S PRAGMATIC THEORY OF OBSERVATION

Feyerabenď s philosophy performs s p e c ia l ro le  in  the contem

porary d iscuss ions concerning "n a tu re " of science and i t s  p lace 

in  human co g n it iv e  a c t i v i t y .  This sp e c ia l ro le  co n s is ts  not 

only of c r i t ic is m  of sc ien tism  as a c h a n v in is t ic  ideology does, 

but a lso  of in d ic a t io n  of some reo rgan iza tion  of our cu ltu re . 

This reo rg an iza tion  is  to secure the freedom of a . su b je c tiv e  

th in k in g . According to Feyerabend th is  freedom is  h is  main meta

p h ys ica l foundation. Basing on th is  foundation he c r i t i c iz e s  

other ph ilosoph ies and form ulates h is  own one.

The s ta r t in g  po in t of Feyerabenď s philosophy is  h is  theory 

of experience which has been the most c le a r ly  presented in  h is  

pragm atic theory of observa tion . In  th ie  theory Feyerabend 

accepts foundation that he c a l l s  cosm ological hypothesis " th a t  

there  e x is ts  a re a l o b je c t iv e  world tha t contains human obser

ve rs , and that sen satio ns , but not thoughts, are h ig h ly  co rre 

la ted  w ith  events in  th is  w o rld "1. The author m aintains that 

some general cosm ological hypothesis is  accepted by every p h i

losophy. Postu la ted  c o r re la t io n  between human sensations and 

o b je c t iv e  world . the author exp la ins by comparing them w ith  in 

d ica tio n s  of a measuring instrum ent. In d ic a tio n s  of the auto

m atic devices are c a u s a lly  determined by an event of the ob-

1 P. K. F e y e r a b e n d ,  Problems of Em piric ism , [in-.] 
Beyond the Edge of c e r ta in ty ,  ed. Colodny Englewood C l i f f s ,  New 
York 1965, p. 213.



j e c t iv e  world but w ithout help of some theory , which in te rp re ts  

these in d ic a tio n s , they are .m eaningless, and i t  is  im possible 

to asso c ia te  them w ith  the events of the re a l world. S im ila r 

ly ,  our un in te rp re ted  sensations are m eaningless, desinte- 

grated and com pletely incom prehensible. The meaning of our v e r 

bal behaviour and the s tru c tu re  of our sen sa tio n ,g ive  only a theory, 

which in te rp re ts  them. The theory , which arranges our sensa

tio n s  in to  experim ental fa c ts  and our verba l behaviours in to  

meaningful statem ents, is  com pletely independent of r e a l ,  ob

je c t iv e  world, f r e e ly  created  by a knowing su b je c t.

The idea presented above e x is ts  in  the foundation of the

pragm atic theory of observa tion . This theory has been the most

c le a r ly  put forward in  h is  paper "An Attempt at a R e a l is t ic
2

In te rp re ta t io n  of Experience" . According to th is  idea sensa

tion s  and verbal behaviours c a u sa lly  determined by a re a l world 

are termed by Feyerabend on ob se rva tion a l language. This language 

is  com pletely ch arac te rized  by the fo llo w ing  con d ition s : prag

m atic cond itions and in te rp re ta t io n .  G ene ra lly  speaking, prag

m atic cond itions are to q u a lify  in  what p h ys ica l s itu a t io n s  

and to what so rt of observers a c e r ta in  atomic sentence is  ob

s e rv a t io n a l.  Feyerabend form ulates four pragm atic cond itions 

as fo llo w s:

" I t  is  demanded that fo r every atom ic*sentence ъ (o f  a c la ss  

A) of the language considered there e x is ts  a s itu a t io n  s (a  

so-ca lled  a p p rio p ria te  s itu a t io n )  such tha t every C, when p re 

sented w ith  a in  s w i l l  run through a s e r ie s  of s ta te s  and o- 

pera tion s  which term inated ether iń  the acceptance of a or 

i t s  r e je c t io n  by the С chosen. This we c a l l  the cond ition  of 

d e c id a b i l i t y .  Any s e r ie s  of the kind mentioned w i l l  be c a lle d  

a C -series associa ted  w ith  a or sim ply an associated  s e r ie s .  

The function  c o r re la t in g  atomic sentence w ith  associa ted  s e r 

ie s  w i l l  be c a lle d  the a sso c ia tin g  function  of the language 

concerned and i t  w i l l  be designated by the le t t e r  f_. -  Second

ly ,  i t  is  demanded that in  the a p p rio p r ia te  s itu a t io n  the as

soc ia ted  se r ie s  should be passed through f a i r l y  q u ick ly . This 

we c a l l  the cond ition  of quick d e c id a b i l i t y .  - T h ird ly , we

^ P. K. F e y e r a b e n d ,  An Attempt at a R e a l is t ic  In 
te rp re ta t io n  of Experience , Proceedings of the A r is to te l ia n  So
c ie t y ,  New S e r ie s , 58, 1958, p. 143-170.



s h a ll have to s t ip u la te  th a t i f  ( in  an ap p rio p ria te  s itu a t io n )  

an atomic sentence is  accepted (o r re je c te d ) by some C, i t  

w i l l  be accepted (o r  re je c te d ) by (n e a r ly )  every £. This we 

c a l l  the cond ition  of unanimous d e c id a b il i t y .  - F in a l ly ,  we 

must s t ip u la te  tha t the dec is ion  made be (c a u s a lly )  dependent 

upon the s itu a t io n  and not only upon the atomic sentence p re 

sented or the in te rn a l s ta te  of the £  chosen. This we c a l l  the 

con d ition  of re levance . Any function  c o r re la t in g  s itu a t io n s  w ith  

e ith e r  acceptance or r e je c t io n  of a given sentence w i l l  

be c a lle d  a re levance- function  arid i t  w i l l  be designated by 

the le t t e r  R” 3.

The four cond itions presented above thoroughly ch a ra c te r 

ize  pragmatic p ro p e rtie s  of the considered language s ince  

these cond itions c o r re la te  every atomic sentence w ith  a c la ss  

of observers C, an a sso c ia tin g  function  F, a phys ica l s i t u 

a tion  S and a re levance- fu nction  R.. S h o r t ly ,  the pragmatic 

p ro p e rt ie s  of a c e r ta in  ob se rva tion a l language may be com

p le te ly  ch arac te rized  by a c la s s  (П , A, S, F, R) which Feyer- 

abend c r l l s  the c h a r a c te r is t ic  of an ob serva tion a l language. 

By means of th is  c h a r a c te r is t ic  Feyerabend defines the notion  

of the c la s s  of the ob serva tion a l sentences as fo llo w s : "we 

may say, th a t, g iven three c la s se s , A, £  and S, the c la s s  A 

w i l l  be c a lle d  a c la s s  of observab le sentences (used by obser

vers £ in  s itu a t io n  S ) only i f ,  unanimous and re le va n t d e c i

sion w ith  respect to those A fo r which the chosen _S is  appro

p r ia t e ” 4 .

We have a lready  mentioned that Feyerabend 's notion of the 

observable language is  used in  a meaning tha t exceeds i t s  

common understanding. This notion  denotes not only human u t

terances but a lso  in d ica tio n s  of instrum ents as w e ll as our 

sensations. O bservational sentences understood in  tha t * way 

are m eaninig less in  c o n tra d is t in c t io n  to the ob se rva tion a l 

statem ents. The d if fe re n ce  between ob se rva tion a l sentences 

and ob serva tion a l statem ents Feyerabend i l lu s t r a t e s  w ith  the 

help of the fo llo w in g  example: watching the movement of an in 

d ic a to r , any measuaring instrum ent or any , autom atic d ev ice , 

which according to Feyerabend is  id e n t ic a l w ith  a production

5 I b id . , p. 144-145.



of a sentence, we don 't know what these Instrum ents measure 

w ithout fu rth e r cond itions exceeding the pragmatic con d ition s. 

Whereas we only know that a movement of an in d ica to r  is  ca u sa l

ly  determined by a c e r ta in  p h ys ica l s itu a t io n .  These fu rth e r 

con d ition s  Feyerabend c a l ls  the in te rp re ta t io n . Thanks to th is  

in te rp re ta t io n  the p h ys ica l events, described by th e ir  char

a c t e r is t ic ,  become meaningful u tte rances . In  Feyerabend's 

opinion "the in te rp re ta t io n  of an observation-language is  de

termined by the th eo rie s  which we use to exp la in  what we ob

s e rv e "5. This th es is  is  c a lle d  by Feyerabend ' the contextual 

theory of meaning. This th e s is  m aintains that a sentence maches 

as many ob serva tiona l statem ents as many d if fe re n t  the

o r ie s  there are which exp la in  the considered even ts . Every time 

these theo ries  g ive  the d if fe re n t  meanings to the same se

quence of sound that is  the observa tiona l sentence.

According to the above con s id e ra tion  the pragmatic the

ory of observation  d e f in i t iv e ly  deprives an experim ental fa c t 

of the meaning of the "independent d a ta ” . As such an observa

t io n a l sentence w ithout an in te rp re ta t io n  has not any meaning 

so an ob serva tion a l s itu a t io n  w ithout an in te rp re ta t io n  i s n 't  

any ta c t  or o b je c t. An u n in te rp re ta ted  ob serva tiona l s itu a t io n  

con tains only sensations which a r is e  from the re a l world. From 

these sensations perce ived  ob jects  of various types can be con- 

s t itu a te d  according to what theory is  accepted.

In  th is  way we are approaching the fundamental d is t in c t io n  

in  th is  ontology and epistemology namely: "we must d is tin g u ish  

between appearances ( i . e .  phenomena) and the th ings appearing 

(th e  th ings re fe rred  to by the ob serva tion a l sentences in a 

c e r ta in  in te rp re ta t io n ) .  This d is t in c t io n  is  c h a r a c te r is t ic  

of re a lis m "6.

Appearances of the re a l o b je c t iv e  world are the sensations 

and verbal behaviours "h ig h ly  co rre la te d  w ith  events in  th is  

w o rld "7 . By no means, these appearances r e f le c t  c o g n it iv e ly  

the s t im u li of the o b je c t iv e  world. Nobody knowe what they 

mean, they c a n 't  be described and even cannot be re a liz e d .

5 Ib id . ,  p. 163..

6 I b id . , p, 164.

^ F e y e r a b e n d ,  P ro b le m s ..., p. 216.



Unin terpreted  e f fe c ts  of observation  tha t is  appearances of 

o b je c t iv e  world are ab so lu te ly  no fa c ts  which have e ith e r  

s tru c tu re  or sense. The s tru c tu re  and roeaning provide them 

only a theory which converts them in to  ob jects  or statem ents.

A change of a theory leads in e v ita b ly  to the change of per

ce ived  world and meanings of the ob serva tion a l statem ents and 

term s.

A fte r  a l l  the notions used by us such as: a theory, a phenom

enon, a statement come in to  being - as Feyerabend's claim s - in 

re s u lt  of ab s tra c t d iv is io n s  of in i t u a l l y  homogenious event. 

In Feyerabend’s co n v ic t io n  the reproach to the abstractness  is  con

cerned in making an a rb it r a ry  d ev is ion  of something what 

doesn 't stand any d iv is io n  adequate to i t s  "essence" at a l l .

"To s ta r t  w ith , we must become c le a r  about the nature of 

the to ta l phenomenon: appearance plus statem ent. There are 

not two acts  - one n o tic in g  a phenomenon, the o th er> express

ing i t  w ith the help of the appropriate  statement - but only 

one v iz .  saying in  a c e r ta in  ob serva tion a l s itu a t io n  "the  moon 

is  fo llo w ing  me" or "the  stone is  f a l l in g  s tra ig h t  down"0 .

According to the author the u n ity  of th is  to ta l phenomenon 

is  a re s u lt  of lea rn ing  a language which con ta in ing  

th e o re t ic a l po in ts of views in  i t s e l f ,  provides in te rp re ta 

tion  of sensations as w e ll as sentences. We may even say that 

the u n ity  of an in te rp re ta t io n  ensures the u n ity  of the whole 

phenomenon mentioned above. According to th is  po int of view , 

th eo rie s  which imply the appropriate  in te rp re ta t io n s  are the 

ways of seeing the world. The th eo rie s  are created  and then 

abandoned in re s u lt  of c r i t ic is m  that o r ig in a te s  from a lte rn a 

t iv e s .  E ve n tu a lly  the acceptance of a new theory is  a change 

of the image of the perceived  world as w e ll as the meaning of 

the ob serva tiona l statem ents. In  an extreme s itu a t io n ,  when 

a new theory d i f f e r s  r a d ic a l ly  from a previous one, tha t is  

in  case of so-ca lled  incommensurable th e o r ie s , ob serva tion a l 

statem ents as w e ll as on to log ies are incom patib le. This the 

s is  about the o n to lo g ica l and sem anitic in com p arab ility  of the 

incommensurable th eo rie s  is  a consequence of accepting the

n
P. K. F e y e r a b e n d ,  Against Method, New L e f t  Books, 

London 1975, p. 72.



pragm atic theory of observation  and the contextual theory of 

meaninig. In  accordance w ith ,  ideas, the meaning of the s ta te 

ments as w e ll as the o rgan izations of the sensations in to  the 

c e r ta in  p ic tu re  of the warld are com pletly dependent on the

accepted th e o re t ic a l po in t of view . The various po in ts  of
• i .

views are accepted by a knowing sub ject in  a. le s s  or more con

scious manner. G enera lly  speaking, every perception  of the 

world or a meaningful statement im plies a c e r ta in  theory because 

a theory mediates every experience.

Summing i t  up, the pragmatic theory of observation  e s t a b l i 

shes the point from which not only the essence of the cogni

t iv e  research  appears to us in  a new p ersp ective  but a lso  

the problem of ob ta in ing  the most e f f ic ie n t  progress of knowledge.

The pragmatic theory of observation  re je c ts  the widespread 

co n v ic t io n  of a d e c is iv e  ro le  of an experience in  a co g n it ive  

e va lu a tio n  of importance of a theory. As fa c ts  of an ex p e ri

ence are th e o re t ic a l constructs  so th e ir  comparison w ith  " th e ir  

own" theory is  not the very e f f ic ie n t  way of te s t in g  them. 

This way can only serve to mask d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  as fo r in stance , 

w ith  the help of ad hoc hypothesis. The l im ita t io n  of th is  

theory can be demonstrated only in  con fron tation  w ith  others 

po in ts  of view . Thus the most e f f e c t iv e  way ' of te s t in g  any 

theory is  the c r i t ic is m  which a r ise s  form d if fe re n t  po ints 

of view. On the other hand, the wrong way of conducting s c ie n 

t i f i c  researches is  the accumulating of fa c ts  which conform 

to a theory . This is  why the main p r in c ip le  of Feyerabend’s 

philosophy is  an appeal fo r p ro life r a t io n  of th e o r ie s .

In  Feyerabenď s opinion th is  p r in c ip le  is  confirmed not 

only by h is  a n a ly s is  of processes of cogn ition  but a lso  by 

h is to ry  of sc ience . The examples from h is to ry  of sc ience  p re 

sented by the author are to show that the s ig n if ic a n t  progress 

in  sc ience  took p lace only when a d if fe re n t  r a d ic a l theory 

appeared. I t  enables us to no tice  these fa c ts  which are incon

s is te n t  w ith  an o ld , g en e ra lly  accepted point of view .

Estim ating  attainm ents of human thought which belong to 

many d if fe re n t  c u ltu re s , Feyerabend sees in  them the o r ig in  of 

a lt e rn a t iv e  th eo rie s  in re la t io n  to modern sc ience . These a l t e r 

n a tive s  are the components of myths, modern p re ju d ice s , w itch 

c r a f t s ,  re lig io u s  b e l ie fs ,  metaphysics and even fa n ta s ie s  of



cranks . They contain  theo ries  of d if fe re n t  stages of progression 

but they con tribu ted  or may con trib u te  to the development of 

our knowledge, assuming that they get an equal chance of th e ir  

development.

Demanding an equal opportun ity of development fo r every 

opinion which was, is ,o r  w i l l  be propagated a t any time inde

pendently of any in te le c tu a l and even moral doubts which th is  

point may ra is e  in  us, Feyerabend proclaim s a ra d ic a l theore

t i c a l  p lu ra lism . He opposes th is  to the idea of a cum ulative 

progress of .our knowledge. This idea is  a re s u lt  of meta

p h ys ica l co n v ic t io n  that we have a p o s s ib i l i t y  of an open 

contact w ith  the Being. The co n v ic tio n  that the r e a l ,  ob jec

t iv e  world is  open, at le a s t  in  p a rt , to our co g n it iv e  fa c 

u lt ie s  makes i t  p oss ib le  to accumulate o b je c t iv e  know

ledge. This co n v ic t io n  is  according to Feyerabend not 

only fa ls e  but a lso  harmful s ince  an a n t y p lu r a l is t ic  p h i l 

osophy of science threatens fu rth e r  development of whole c u l

ture  of mankind and i t  impoverishes sc ience . I t  e lim ina tes  

from the v is io n  of s c ie n t is t s  a lte rn a t iv e  theo rie s  w ith 

the help of various kinds of in d o c tr in a tio n  procedures, for 

in s tan ce , by persuading that a lte rn a t iv e s  are m eaningless, 

u n s c ie n t if ic  or co n trad ic to ry  tc human nature .

Meanwhile, re je c t in g  a lte rn a t iv e s  we deprive  ourse lves  of 

the only means of a c r i t i c a l  examination of a p re v a ilin g  theory 

which is  a r e a l ly  e f f i c ie n t  way of examining i t .  Of course, 

when a c e r ta in  opinion is  g en e ra lly  aęcepted, then th is  s ta te  

is  presented as an evidence that we are on the r ig h t track  

of a theory which draws us c lo s e ly  to the re a l face of Being. 

But the cost we would pay fo r th is  i l lu s io n  would be the stagna

tion  of m onotheoretical cu ltu re .

Feyerabend is  convinced that the th rea t of stagnation  is  

a re a l danger as our cu ltu re  may become an unnoticab ly  mono- 

th e o re t ic a l one. The commonly accepted th e o re t ic a l po in t of 

view is  contemporary sc ience . I t  is  considered to be the 

only way of the con g ition  of r e a l i t y . .  Not only s c ie n t is t s  con

t r ib u te  to .th e  supremacy of contemporary sc ience  but a lso  these 

ph ilosophers who in te rp re t  the whole h is to ry  of mankind's know

ledge as a one-way process aiming a t the most advanced le v e l ,  i . e .  

modern sc ience .



The mogt known in te rp re ta t io n  of th is  kind is  Popper's 

metaphor of the upturned tree  of knowledge. Popper describes 

the tree  of knowledge as spring ing  from countless roots which 

grow up in to  the a ir  than down, and which u lt im a te ly ,  high up, 

tend to un ite  a l l  branches in to  one common stem. This stem 

symbolizes our o b je c tive  knowledge. I f  Feyerabend intended 

to use an e co lo g ica l metaphor, he would cla im  that our c u l

tu re  grows as a fo re s t .  In  th is  metaphor an in d iv id u a l tree  

or a p lan t symbolize an a lte rn a t iv e  point of view in  a d if fe re n t  

stage of i t s  growth. The popperian tree  of o b je c t iv e  know

ledge is  the only one among them and on account of sp ec ia l 

c u lt iv a t io n  i t  has become the most imposing and expansive one. 

But how by i t s  imbalance, d e te r io ra t io n , decay and stagnation  

i t  may be a danger to the whole environment.

We can avoid th is  d is a s te r  only by guaranteeing freedom 

of personal thought. According to Feyerabend the s e c u r ity  of 

thought's  freedom w i l l  re s u lt  in  in ven ting  various new theo ries  

and methodologies as w e ll as in developing the old ones. 

By the way, we must remember tha t every a lte rn a t iv e  theory 

has i t s  own methodology. For th is  геазоп m ethodological ru le s  

have lim ite d  extent in  the development of our cogn itiw n . In 

r e s u lt  of these l im ita t io n s  of every methodology a l l  attempts 

to find  transcendenta l ru le s  or laws of development of our 

knowledge become unsuccessfu l fo r such .transcendental ru le s , 

p r in ic p le s  or laws simply do, not e x is t .  Looking at .the whole c u l

tu re  of mankind, Feyerabend cla im s th a t only one ru le  e x is ts  

where progress of knowledge takes p lace . He c a l l s  th is  ru le  

"anyth ing  goes". According to i t  every product of human thought 

should be developed by those research  workers who h igh ly  

ap p rec ia te  i t .

Fo llow ing th is  ru le  w ithout any exception demands s o c ia l 

reforms, the fundamental premise of which is  freedom of any sub

je c t  in  inven ting  and developing th e o re t ic a l in te rp re ta t io n s  

of appearances. According to Feyerabend, freedom od s u b je c t s  

thought, h is  a c t iv i t y  and spontaneity  is  the absolute value
g

which is  worthy of a defence by a l l  a tta in a b le  means . For

q
This problem I  d iscuss in  a paper of mine Utopia against 

Method, "K u ltu ra  i  Społeczeństwo" 1983, nr 3, p. 119-140 ( in  
p o l is h ) .



th is  reason Feyerabend c a l ls  h is  philosophy an ep istem olog ica l 

anarchism . As i t  b e n e fits  the genuine a n a rch is t, Feyerabend 

b e lie ves  that c u ltu re , in  which the p r in c ip le  "anyth ing  goes" 

w i l l  be commonly accepted, is  the only one which helps man 

to achicve genuine human d ig n ity  and as such i t  is  worthy of 

in troducing  even by fo rce .

I I

P resenting  Feyerabend' s philosophy I  have t r ie d  to show 

that h is  c o n tro v e rs ia l th e s is  concerning the ro le  of en ex

perience in  ! c r i t ic is m  of a theory , incom m ensurability of 

th e o re t ic a l po in ts of views or ep istem o log ica l anarchism are 

the consequences of h is  adoption of the pragmatic theory of 

o b se rva tio n .

G enera lly  speaking, th is  theory is  an attempt to charac

te r iz e  human verba l behaviours which are causa ly  determined 

by Being. This kind of verba l behavloure is  c a lle d  by the 

author ob serva tion a l language. As we remember th is  language 

is  ch arac te rized  by two c la sses  of con d ition s : pragmatic 

cond itions and in te rp re ta t io n . According to Feyerabend, these 

cond itions are to define  com pletely d if fe re n t  p ro p e rt ie s  of 

any language: "The d is t in c t io n  between the pragm atic prop

e r t ie s  of a language and i t s  in te rp re ta t io n  is  c le a r  and 

unambiguous"10.

I t  is  worth th ink ing  i t  over whether i t  is  re a ly  so 

as Feyerabend s ta te s  because cohesion of fundamental assump

t i o n s  of h is  philosophy and r igh tness  of h is  conclusions 

depend on the answer of th is  question .

We are going to s ta r t  our c r i t i c a l  a n a lis is  from comments 

concerning pragm atic con d ition s.

1. Form ulating h is  p a r t ia l  d e f in it io n  of the expression 

"o b serva tio n a l sentence" Feyerabend exp la ins  i t  w ith  the help 

of fo llo w ing  expressions: "atom ic sen tence", "ap p rop ria te  s i t u 

a t io n " ,  "acceptance of an atomic sentence" e tc . L e t 's  t r y  to 

examine the meaning of these expressions.

Speaking about an atomic sentence,Feyerabend means in  some



form ulations a sequence of sounds that is  a p h ys ica l event 

which has a spatio-tem poral .c h a ra c te r is t ic ,  in  others - an 

ab s trac t ob ject which is  á c la s s  of these events. This am

b ig u ity  can be e a s i ly  e lim inated  fo r in stance  by reserv ing  

the term "atom ic sentence". fo r an ab s trac t . ob ject w hile  for 

an atomic sentence that is  a p h ys ica l even t, we can use the 

term " r e a l iz a t io n  of an atomic sen tence". Employing th is  

d if fe re n ta t io n ,  we can form ulate the cond ition  of d ic id a b i l i t y  

fo r example as fo llo w s: " I t  is  demanded that fo r every atomic 

sentence a (o f c la s s  A) of the language considered there 

e x is ts  a s itu a t io n  s (a so-ca lled  appropriate  s itu a t io n ) 

such that every £, when presented w ith  a r e a liz a t io n  of a 

in  s w i l l  run through a s e r ie s  of s ta te s  and operations which 

term inates e ith e r  in  the acceptance of the r e a liz a t io n  of a 

or in  i t s  r e je c t io n  by the JD chosen". Of course, employing 

the suggestib le  d if fe r e n t ia t io n ,  we are albe to remove e a s i ly  

the in d ica ted  am biguity from other contexts of the pragmatic 

cond itions but p h ilo so p h ica l troub les  appear when we t r y  to 

answer the fo llo w ing  question : in  which way we decide whether 

the produced sequence of sounds is  a perm iss ib le  r e a liz a t io n  

of the atomic sentence. This is , the question about c r i t e r ia  

of a c la s s i f ic a t io n  of p a r t ic u la r  sequences of sounds in to  

c la sse s  of atomic sentences.

Feyerabend can answer th is  question in two manners. However, 

in  each case h is  answers w i l l  be co n trad ic to ry  w ith  the most 

im portant p r in c ip le  of h is  pragm atic theory of observation .

The f i r s t  answer would be as fo llo w s: the basis  of d is 

t ing u ish in g  between two d if fe re n t  sequences of sounds as 

r e a liz a t io n  of the same atomic sentence is  a p a r t ic u la r  pho

n o lo g ica l theory fo r example the theory which describes 

considered language. N a tu ra lly ,  a change of th is  theory g ives 

r is e  to another c la s s i f ic a t io n  of the sequences of sounds 

in to  new c la sses  of atomic sentences. In  the case of a rad-
7

ic a l  change of the theo ry , th a t is  in  the case of incommen

surab le  th e o r ie s , c la s s i f ic a t io n s  of the sounds sequences 

w i l l  be uncomparable. Then Feyerabend would have to w ith* 

draw from h is  standpoin t according to which a l l  pragmatic 

p ro p e rt ie s  d i f f e r  " c le a r ly  and unambiguously" from in te rp re ta t io n . 

He would have to admit tha t at le a s t  some pragmatic p ro p e rtie s



of an ob serva tiona l language depend on in te rp re ta t io n . But 

th is  statement con ta ins p o te n t ia l danger. I f  o ther prag

m atic p ro p e rtie s  turn out to be dependent on a theory , they 

w i l l  be use less as com pletly detemined by in te rp re ta t io n .

The second answer Feyerabend could g ive  us is  co n tra d ic 

to ry  enough to the b as ic  idea of h is  pragmatic theory of ob

se rva tio n  that we mention i t '  fo r r e g u la r i ty .  Namely Fe ye r 

abend could s ta te  tha t the sequences of sounds are the r e a l iz a 

tio n  of the same atomic sentence, i f  he described them " in  

the same way" in  language independent of any theory . How

ever, in  th is  s itu a t io n  he would admit that sequences of 

sounds, as w e ll as th e ir  d is c r ip t io n ,  are given us d ir e c t ly  

without m ediation of any theory.

2. The expression "ap p r io p r ia te  s itu a t io n  to an atomic 

sentence" is  used by Feyerabend in  two d if fe re n t  meanings. 

They can be d is ting u ish ed  analogously as in  the case d is 

cussed a moment ago and in d ica ted  am biguity of the express

ion can be e lim inated  w ith  r e la t iv e  ease. For example, the 

expression "ap p r io p r ia te  s itu a t io n  to re a liz a t io n  of an 

atomic sentence" can designate a concrete event w h ile  a c la s s  

of these events can be termed by us "an ap p rio p r ia te  s itu a t io n  to 

an atomic sen tence".

Applying th is  d if fe re n ta t io n  we can form ulate now decida 

b i l i t y  cond ition  as fo llo w s " " I t  is  demanded that fo r every 

atomic sentence a (o f a c la s s  A) of the language considered 

there e x is ts  '■!c la s s  of s itu a t io n  S (a so-ca lled  c la s s  of an 

ap p rio p ria te  s itu a t io n s )  such that every C, when presented 

w ith  some re a liz a t io n  of a in  s (where s is  an element of £ ) 

w i l l  run through a s e r ie s  of s ta te s  and operations which 

term inate e ith e r  in  acceptance of r e a l iz a t io n  of a, or in  i t s  

r e je c t io n  by the С chosen".

Analogously w ith  the former note the troub les  emerge on the 

b as is  of the pragm atic theory of observation  i f  we t ry  to 

answer the fo llo w ing  question : which way can we decide that the situ 

a tion  the observer remains in , belongs indeed to the c la s s  

of the ob se rva tion a l s itu a t io n s  of an . atomic sentence a? 

A fte r  a l l  the p re-c ited  d e c id a b il i t y  con d ition  demands that 

(e v e ry ) observer £ , who is  in  the ob se rva tion a l s itu a t io n  £, 

should accept or r e je c t ,  a r e a liz a t io n  of the atomic sentence £.



Likewise, as p re v io u s ly , Feyerabend could provide two 

answers to the above question . In  each case he has to prove 

that a rea l p h ys ica l s itu a t io n  s_ in  which the observer remains, 

is  s im ila r  in  e s s e n t ia l respects to an appropriate  s itu a t io n  of 

the atomic sentence a. Q u a lify in g  s im i la r i t y  .o.f any re la t io n  

in some respect requ ires  the employing of c e rta in  observa tiona l 

language. R e jectin g  the p o s s ib i l i t y  of a language the i meaning of 

which is  independent of any theory, Feyerabend has to agree w ith 

fu ther r e la t iv iz a t io n  of pragmatic cond itions . to c e rta in  

theory . I t  means tha t the author consents to fu rth e r d e te r

m ination of pragmatic p ro p e rtie s  by in te rp re ta t io n .

Meanwhile - as i t  seems - Feyerabend theds to the separation  

of an ap p rio p ria te  s itu a t io n  of an atomic sentence by comparing 

acceptance or re je c t io n  reaction s  of chosen observers. By the 

way, we must remember that an ob serva tiona l s itu a t io n  i s n 't  

a fragment of a perce ived  world which has a c e r ta in  "s tru c tu re "  

but is  co n s is ts  of appearences which are un in te rp re ted  reac 

tions of an observer. These appearences form a perceived  world 

only in  the l ig h t  of a c e r ta in  theory.

In accordance w ith  th is  idea Feyerabend defines the c la s s  

of an ob serva tion a l s itu a t io n  as fo llo w s: "Whether or not 

a s itu a t io n  s is  observable fo r an organism 0 can be a sce r

tained  by in v e s t ig a tin g  the behaviour of 0, mental (sensa

t io n s ) or o therw ise; more e s p e c ia l ly ,  i t  can be ascerta ined  

by in v e s t ig a tio n  0 's  a b i l i t y  to d is tin g u ish  between s and 

other s itu a t io n s . And we s h a ll say tha t 0 is  able to d is t in 

guish between s and s itu a t io n s  d if fe re n t  from j5 i f  i t  can 

be so n d itio n a l so that i t  (c a n d it io n a l ly  or u n co n d it io n a lly ) 

produces a s p e c if ic  reac tio n  jr_ whenever j> is  p resen t, and 

does not produce r when _s is  absent. Ex a c tly  the same con

s id e ra tio n s  apply i f  0 happens to be a human observer and 

r one of the atomic sentence of h is  observation-lagnuage"11.

L e t 's  turn our a tte n tio n  tfl the fa c t  tha t in the p re-c ited  

opinion Feyerabend separates a c la s s  of ob se rva tion a l s i t u 

a tions w ith  the help of an ob serva tion a l sentence w h ile  in  

h is  d e f in it io n  of the term "o b serva tio n a l sentence" he ex 

p la in s  i t  w ith the help of an ob serva tion a l s itu a t io n .^  This



kind of procedure is  c a lle d  in  lo g ic  a c la s s ic a l  v it io u s  

c i r c le .

3. The next terms by means of which Feyerabend defines 

an ob serva tion a l sentence a r: "acceptance of an atomic sentence" 

and "^ e je c t io n  of an atomic sen tence". Thé terms - as Feyer

abend s ta tes-  "a re  pragmatic terms and they re fe r  to two
' 12 

s p e c i f ic  and c le a r ly  d is tin g u ish a b le  types of re a c t io n " .

Basing on the statement quoted above one could conclude that 

both the terms describe  observer’ s reaction s  independently 

of any theory but tha t supposition  is  in  ev iden t co n tra d ic 

t io n  to the guiding idea of the pragmatic theory of obser

va tio n . In  th is  s itu a t io n  we have to admit that the meaning of 

the terms is  r e la t iv iz e d  to ’a p sycho log ica l theory , not men

tioned by the author.

4. The same problem fo r the pragm atic theory of observation  

makes the c h a r a c te r is t ic s  of the c la s s  of observers. Also 

in  th is  case Feyerabend may define  the set of observers in 

two manners - n e ith e r of them is  f u l ly  s a t is fa c to r y .

For the f i r s t  one the s ta rtin g - p o in t would be the com

parison  of ve rb a l reac tio n s  of observers in id e n t ic a l ob

s e rv a t io n a l s itu a t io n s .  According to th is  c r i te r io n  two ob

se rve rs  belong to the common set of observers, i f  in  id e n t

i c a l  ob serva tion a l s itu a t io n s  th e ir  ve rba l behaviours are 

id e n t ic a l .  But r as we have t r ie d  to prove - the c h a ra c te r 

iz a t io n  of id e n t ic a l ob serva tion a l s itu a t io n s  and verba l 

behaviours is  im possib le independently of any theory . In 

consequence the set of observers to which an ob se rva tion a l 

language is  r e la t iv iz e d ,  depends on a previous theory .

In th is  s itu a t io n  the only p oss ib le  way of ch a ra c te r 

iz a t io n  of a se t of observers is  the appealing to the know

ledge. they accept. Thus, two observers w i l l  belong to the 

very same s e t , i f  they accept the very same theory. Of course, 

the proposed, c r i t e r io n  of ch a ra c te r iz in g  a se t of observers 

w i l l  be u se fu l on con d ition  we know what Feyerabend means 

-фу theory and i f  there would be the p o s s ib i l i t y  to compare the

o r ie s  which are accepted by d if fe re n t  observers.

P u ttin g  o ff  the examination of th is  problem of a moment l e t ' s  

n o tice  tha t the next pragm atic p roperty  is  r e la t iv iz e d  to



a p rev io u s ly  accepted theory. In  th is  s itu a t io n  we can s ta te  

that a l l  pragmatic p ro p e rtie s  of an ob serva tion a l language 

are determined by in te rp re ta t io n . This statement has a very 

important s ig n if ic a n c e  fo r the c ir i t c is m  of Feyerabend's philosophy 

fo r a l l  pragm atic p ro p e rtie s  turn  out to be formed by an 

accepted theory in  the same nay as semantic p ro p e rtie s  of 

a language or ontology of nature .

Feyerabend's d iv is io n  in to  pragm atic p ro p e rtie s  of an event 

and i t s  in te rp re ta t io n  is  - as i t  seems - another way of w e ll 

known from h is to ry  of philosophy, d is c r im in a tio n  between 

essence and ex is ten ce . In  the case of Feyerabend 's philosophy 

ex is tence  is  represented by the pragm atic aspects of an event 

which is  an appearence ca u sa lly  determined by the e x is tin g  

re a l world. Demanding independence of these p ro p e rtie s  from 

in te rp re ta t io n ,  Feyerabend is  anxious to separate from our 

knowledge th is  element which is  independent of a knowing sub

je c t .  He wants to is o la te  what o r ig in a te s  from the Being, 

what is  a base and substance in  con struc tio n  of the per

ce ived  world. Of course, th is  world tehanges in  accordance 

w ith  an accepted th e o re t ic a l po in t of view . The fa c t  that 

pragm atic p ro p e rtie s  turn out to be dependent on an in t e r 

p re ta tio n  brings about th a t the element independent of a 

theory c a n 't  be separated . O therw ise, autonomy of ex istence  

postu la ted  by pragm atic con d ition s  is  questioned. In te rp re 

ta t io n , on the other hand,, ach ieves a dominant p o s it io n  because 

not only essence of -a perce ived  world but i t s  d e sc r ip tio n  

are cond itioned by a theory in c lud ing  ex istence  as w e ll.  

N a tu ra ly , the element p ro tec tin g  th is  philosophy aga inst 

in d ica ted  id e a l i s t i c  consequences is  the re a l world postu la ted  by 

Feyerabend re a l world-. However, th is  re a l world doesn 't seem to 

f u l f i l l  anther ro le  than "th in g  in  i t s e l f "  in  K an t 's  p h ilo 

sophy .

Having ascerta in ed  the major ro le  of an in te rp re ta t io n  in 

Feyerabend 's philosophy, i t  is  worthy of th in k in g  over the 

nature of in te rp re ta t io n .  U n fo rtu n a te ly , a t r i a l  of q u a lify in g  

the nature of in te rp re ta t io n  encounters d i f f i c u l t i e s  and we 

are going to examine reasons of th is  s itu a t io n .

In troducing  the notion  of in te rp re ta t io n  in  h is  paper "An



Attempt at a R e a l is t ic  In te rp re ta t io n  of Ex perience", Feyerabend13 

s ta te s  that in te rp re ta t io n  is  a c la s s  of fu r th e r  cond itions 

which together w ith  the c h a r a c te r is t ic  of the language co n trib u te  

to the fa c t  tha t we obta in  a fu lly - f le d g e d  language. Unfor

tu n a te ly , he doesn 't mention these cond itions in  any shape 

or form.

On the fu rth e r  page, in the mentioned paper, Feyerabend w rite s  

about ’ in te rp re ta t io n  as fo llo w s: " In  so fa r  as th is  causal 

chain  in vo lve s  our own organism we are on a par w ith  p h ys i

c a l instrum ents. But we a lso  in te rp re t  the in d ic a tio n s  of 

these instrum ents ( i . e .  e ith e r  the sensations which occur 

during ob serva tion , or tne ob serva tion a l sentence u tte re d ) 

and th is  in te rp re ta t io n  is  зп a d d it io n a l a c t , whether now 

the instrum ent used is  some apparatus or our own sensory o r 

gan iza tion  (our own b o d y )"14.

In te rp re ta t io n  in  th is  meaning is  an "a d d it io n a l a c t"  

re a liz e d  to g ive  sense to human u tterances  and sensations.

In  another p lace of th is  a r t i c le  Feyerabend find s  i t  im

p o ss ib le  to q u a lify  the in te rp re ta t io n  of an ob serva tion a l 

language by i t s  c h a r a c te r is t ic  "because no set of observa

t io n s  is  ever s u f f ic ie n t  fo r us to in fe r  ( lo g ic a l l y )  any 

one of those in te rp re ta t io n s  (problem of in d u c t io n )"15.

We may conclude from th is  statem ent tha t the author id en 

t i f i e s  the in te rp re ta t io n  w ith  some set of th e o re t ic a l s t a t e 

ments which we cannot lo g ic a l ly  deduce from observu tiona l 

sentences. The troub le  is  that these th e o re t ic a l statem ents 

are not q u a lif ie d  anywhere.

E v e n tu a lly ,  in v e s t ig a t in g  the r e la t io n  of in te rp re ta t io n  

to a theory the author comes to the fo llo w ing  conclu sion : 

"The in te rp re ta t io n  of an ob se rva tion a l language is  d e te r 

mined by the th eo rie s  which we use to exp la in  what we observe, 

and i t  changes as soon as those th eo rie s  change"16. This 

im n lies  that the in te rp re ta t io n  is  something determined by 

the theory.

13 Ib id ;

14 Ib id . ',  p. 146-147.

15 I b i d . , p. 150.

16 I b i d . , p. 163.



In th is  context i t  is  worth considering  what kind of 

being a theory is  according to Feyerabend 's ph ilosophy, and 

whether there is  any use fu l c r i t e r io n  to decide i f  two ob

serve rs  accept or r e je c t  the same or d if fe re n t  th eo rie s . 

Having got th is  so rt of c r i t e r io n  we would be able to asse rt 

that observers accept re s p e c t iv e ly  the same ' or d if fe re n t  in 

te rp re ta t io n s  .

In one of the g losses to h is  paper "Problems of Em piricism "

Feyerabend17 cla im s what fo llo w s: "the  term n>theory«c w i l l

be'used in a wide sense, in c lud ing  o rd inary  b e lie fs  (e .g . ,

the b e l ie f  in  the ex istence  of m a te ria l o b je c t ) ,  myth (e .g . ,

the myth of e te rn a l re cu rre n ce ), r e lig io u s  b e l ie f s ,  e tc .

In  sho rt, any s u f f ic ie n t ly  general po in t of view concerning
lfl

m atter of fa c t  w i l l  be termed a » th eo ry«  "

In th is  quotation  Feyerabend id e n t i f ie s  a theory w ith 

a psych ic event. As to me, th is  fa c t  has an im portant s ig 

n if ic a n c e  fo r Feyerabend 's ph ilosophy. L e t 's  t r y  to present 

i t  sh o rt ly  by two remarks.

The f i r s t  of them concerns the p o s s ib i l i t y  of the cog n ition  of a 

theory understood as a psych ic even t. According to the prag

matic theory of ob serva tion , every f a c t ,  thereby a psych ic 

even t, is  co n s titu ted  by a c e r ta in  theory . I t  means, that 

a " s u f f ic ie n t ly  general b e l ie f "  or a " s u f f ic ie n t ly  general 

r e lig io u s  b e l ie f "  c a n 't  be known w ithout the m ediation of 

another theory . This theory determ ines an ontology of a 

psych ic  event and the meaning of a statem ent which describes  the 

even ts. Thus the s tru c tu re  and the meaning of any theory , fo r 

example A r is t o t e l 's  or Newton's p h ys ics , depends on a p re 

v io u s ly  accepted th e o re t ic a l po int of v iew . In  the s p e c ia l 

case, when the p rev io u s ly  accepted th eo rie s  are 'incommen

su rab le , a lso  the determined by them "images" of the same 

theory ( th a t  is  psych ic even ts ) are incommensurable. This 

remark tends towards drawing our a tte n t io n  to agnostic  con

sequences of Feyerabend 's ph ilosophy. One of them concerns 

our comprehension of any theory . I f  a theory is  a p sych ic  

e ven t, th a t we can grasp i t  on ly in the l ig h t  of another

F e y e r a b e n  d, P ro b le m s ... ,  p. 219.



theory . In  th is  way our cog n ition  of con ten ts ’ of any theory 

depends on another th e o re t ic a l po in t of view and i t  changes 

as soon аз the point changes.

My second remark concerns the potion of incommensurabi

l i t y .  Fo llow ing  the above con s id e ra tion  two s u f f ic ie n t ly  

general psych ic even ts, that is  th e o r ie s , can be commensur

able or incommensurable according to the th e o re t ic a l po int of 

view in  l ig h t  of which we consider these events. On the other 

hand, com m ensurability or incom m ensurability of two theo rie s  

a re n 't  a r e la t io n  of two arguments but three ones, namely the 

re la t io n  between two considered th eo rie s  and a po int of view 

in  the l ig h t  of we "p e rc e iv e "  them. Apart from that we must 

remember, that the point of view form which the th eo rie s  are 

examined, is  a lso  a " s u f f ic ie n t ly  general b e l ie f "  which cen 

not be known d ir e c t ly  that is  w ithout m ediation of a c e r ta in  

theory. Of course, th is  argument may be continued ad i n f i n i 

tum. As a re s u lt  of th is  we a re n 't  able to decide whether 

two observers accept the same or d if fe re n t  th e o r ie s . O therw ise, 

Feyerabend 's philosophy doesn 't p rovide us w ith  a c r i t e r io n  

which would a llow  us to so lve  th is  problem. In  consequence 

the notion of a theory as w e ll as the notion of incommensur

a b i l i t y  are com pletly vague.- In th is  s itu a t io n ,  a l l  d iscuss ions 

about incom m ensurability are in co n c lu s iv e .

Feyerabend’ s philosophy is  an attempt to form ulate a 

m etaphysics in which a lead ing  idea a r is e s  from a co n v ic t io n  

tha t Being i s n ' t  d ir e c t ly  a tta in a b le  to any of our co g n it iv e  

fa c u lt ie s .  Thus we are determined to guess I t s  nature by in t e r 

p re ta t io n  of our verba l behaviours and sensations. In  other 

words, we are fated  to th e o re t ic a l p lu ra lism  of con jec tu re s . 

Every of them is  c o g n it iv e ly  equal and worth worth develop ing .

Form ulation of th is  idea - as I  have t r ie d  to present 

is  d e fe c t iv e . The author, p o s tu la t in g  r e la t iv iz a t io n  of every 

language to a c e r ta in  theory , unconsciously a r t ic u la te s  th is  

thought in  a t h e o r e t ic a l ly  independent language. I f  we want, 

on the other hand, to escape these inconsequences then we 

are not able to grasp the meaning of h is  lead ing  th e s is .

But l e t ' s  ignore the in d ica ted  inconsequances of Fe ye r 

abend's philosophy fo r a moment and agree th a t we are able 

to id e n t if y  a theory in  some unknown to us way. Then in  ac-



cordance w ith  h is  th e o re t ic a l p lu ra lism  we must t re a t  h is  

point of view as the one among many o thers. What is  more, 

these a lte rn a t iv e s  are necessery to examine h is  th e o re t i

c a l p o in t. In th is  s itu a t io n  Feyerabend has got to prove 

tha t h is  philosophy has an advantage over other a lte rn a t iv e s .

I  th ink Feyerabend would argue that on ly- h is  epistem olo

g ic a l anarchism ju s t i f i e s  the development of every the

o r e t ic a l  po int of view . Only ' the ep istem o log ica l anar

chism perm its the idea , which may appear nobody knows 

how absurd, to be able to develop as soon as i t s  adherent 

occurs. However, from h is  p lu r a l i s t i c  po int of view every 

e f fd r t  to ju s t i f y  an exeptional p o s it io n  of h is  ep istem olo

g ic a l anarchism is  a form of an in d o c tr in a t io n , persuading 

us that the freedom of the thought and the v a r ie ty  of human culture 

are the u n ive rsa l and transcendenta l va lues de fac to  inde

pendent of any theory . In  other words, i t  is  an e f fo r t  to 

e s ta b lis h  a cu ltu re  in  which ep istem o log ica l anarchism would 

re ta in  i t s  lead ing , a unique p o s it io n .

S im ila r ly  as in  the case of form ulating  h is  own philosophy 

so in  the case of ju s t i f y in g  i t s  exep tiona l p o s it io n  among 

other a lte rn a t iv e s  he has to appeal to transcendenta l ideas 

independent of any theory.

In  the l i t e r a tu r e  ded icated  to the philosophy of sc ience  Feyer

abend is  often  trea ted  as an u n a tt ra c t iv e  or even an odd th in k e r. 

Bu^ th is  kind of opinion seems to be u n ju s t. Feyerabend's 

views are sim ply bold consequences of h is  pragmatic theory 

of observation  to an end. W ithout doubt, they are provoking. 

But i f  anyone wants to in s is t  on h is  theory of observation  

fo r any other reason then he should accept th e o re t ic a l p lu ra lism , 

ep istem o log ica l anarchism and Feyerabend 's proposals of reo rgan iza 

tion  of our cu ltu re ,

Observing the h is to ry  of philosophy one should separate  two 

kinds of th in kers  who change i t s  trend , those who propose 

new p h ilo so p h ica l ideas and . those who withdraw from them a ll.  

paradox ica l consequences not tak ing  in to  con s id e ra tion  a common 

opinion or even so-ca lled  commonsense. The la t t e r  oues are seemed 

to co n trib u te  much more to the cog n ition  of the i n i t i a l  idea. 

They in d ica te  in d ir e c t ly  at the sama time that w ithout 

a change of an i n i t i a l  m etaphysical in tu it io n  we are not



able to reso lve  the problem emerging on i t s  grouno. For th is  

reason we can say they f u l f i l l  a grave-digger ro le  of some 

ideas or even the whole p h ilo so p h ica l trends. Feyerabend 

seems to be one of them.
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0 FEYERABENDA PRAGMATYCZNEJ TEORII OBSERWACJI

A rtyku ł n in ie js z y  poświęcony je s t  Feyerabenda f i l o z o f i i  na
u k i. W szczególności je s t  on próbę rek o n s tru k c ji m eta fizyk i przez 
tę f i lo z o f ię  za łożone j. Przewodnią ideę t e j  m eta fizyk i je s t  prze
konanie, że w szelk i kontakt z obiektywnie is tn ie ją cym  światem za- 
pośredniczony je s t  przez jakąś te o r ię .  Idea ta  n a j ja ś n ie j  przed
stawiona zo sta ła  przez Feyerabenda w pragmatycznej t e o r i i  obser
w a c ji.  W częśc i p ie rw sze j n in ie jszego  a rtyku łu  te o r ia  ta je s t  
szczegółowo przedstaw iona, natom iast w częśc i d ru g ie j podjęta zo
s ta ła  próba j e j  k ry tyczn e j a n a liz y . Jednocześn ie wyrażony zosta je  
pogląd, że zarówno p lu ra lizm  teo re tyczny , jak i  ep istem ologiczny 
anarchizm Feyerabenda są konsekwencjami c e n tra ln e j id e i pragmaty
cznej t e o r i i  ob se rw ac ji.


