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undesirable properties only when compared with some tradition, i.e. 
only when viewed by participants who see the world in terms of their 
own values. And so on. This sounds like Protagoras, and I say so, in 
thesis iii. However, I then describe (theses v and vi) how traditions 
interact. I discuss two possibilities, a guided exchange and an open 
exchange. A guided exchange adopts 'a well-specified tradition and 
accept[ s] only those responses that correspond to its standards. If one 
party has not yet become a participant . . . he will be badgered, 
persuaded, 'educated' until he does - and then the exchange begins.' 
'A rational debate', I continue, 'is a special case of a guided exchange.' 
In the case of an open exchange 'the participants get immersed into 
each other's ways of thinking, feeling, perceiving to such an extent 
that their ideas, perceptions, world-views may be entirely changed ­
they become different people participating in a new and different 
tradition. An open exchange respects the partner whether he is an 
individual or an entire culture, while a rational exchange promises 
respect only within the framework of a rational debate. An open 
exchange has no organon though it may invent one; there is no 
logic though new forms of logic may emerge in its course.' In sum, 
an open exchange is part of an as yet unspecified and unspecifiable 
practice. 

These comments imply, first, that traditions are rarely well defined 
(open exchanges are going on all the time) and, secondly, that their 
interactions cannot be understood in general terms. Keeping 
traditions alive in the face of external influences we act in an only 
partly conscious way. We can describe results after they have 
occurred, we cannot incorporate them into a lasting theoretical 
structure (such as relativism). In other words, there cannot be any 
theory of knowledge (except as part of a special and fairly stable · 

tradition), there can at most be a (rather incomplete) history of the 
ways in which knowledge has changed in the past. In my next book I 
shall discuss some episodes of such a history. 

In the meantime I have started using the term 'relativism' again, 
but in a new sense. In the second edition of the present book I 
explained this sense by saying that 'Scientists [and, for that matter, all 
members of relatively uniform cultures] are sculptors of reality.'7 
That sounds like the strong programme of the sociology of science 
except that sculptors are restricted by the properties of the material 
they use. Similarly individuals, professional groups, cultures can 
create a wide variety of surroundings, or 'realities' - but not all 

7. op. cit., p. 270. Cf. also the more detailed account in 'Realism and the 
Historicity of Knowledge' ,Journal of Philosophy, 1 989. 
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approaches succeed: some cultures thrive, others linger for a while 
and then decay. Even an 'objective' enterprise like science which 
apparently reveals Nature As She Is In Herself intervenes, 
eliminates, enlarges, produces and codifies the results in a severely 
standardized way - but again there is no guarantee that the results 
will congeal into a unified world. Thus all we apprehend when 
experimenting, or interfering in less systematic ways, or simply living 
as part of a well-developed culture is how what surrounds us responds 
to our actions (thoughts, observations, etc.); we do not apprehend these 
surroundings themselves: Culture and Nature (or Being, to use 
a more general term) are always entangled in a fashion that can be 
explored only by entering into further and even more complicated 
entanglements. 

Now, considering that scientists use different and often contradic­
tory methods of research (I describe some of them in Chapter 1 9  of 
the present edition), that most of these methods are successful and 
that numerous non-scientific ways of life not only survived but 
protected and enriched their inhabitants we have to conclude that 
Being responds differently, and positively, to many different 
approaches. Being is like a person who shows a friendly face to a 
friendly visitor, becomes angry at an angry gesture, remains unmoved 
by a bore without giving any hint as to the principles that make Him 
(Her? It? Them?) act the way they do in the different circumstances. 
What we find when living, experimenting, doing research is therefore 
not a single scenario called 'the world' or 'being' or 'reality' but a 
variety of responses, each of them constituting a special (and not 
always well-defined) reality for those who have called it forth. This is 
relativism because the type of reality encountered depends on the 
approach taken. However, it differs from the philosophical doctrine 
by admitting failure: not every approach succeeds. In my reply to 
critics8 I called this form of relativism 'cosmological' relativism, in 
an article published in lride9 I spoke of an 'ontological' relativism, in 
'Nature as a Work of Art' 10 I argued that the world of modem 
science (and not only the description of this world) is an artwork 
constructed by generations of artisan/ scientists while in 'Realism 
and the Historicity of Knowledge'1 1  I indicated how such views are 
related to the ideas of Niels Bohr. In the last article I also mentioned 

8. In Gonzalo Munevar (ed.), Beyrmd Reason, Dodrecht-Boston-London, 1991 ,  p. 
570. 

9. No. 8, n.s., Jan.-Apr. 1992. 
10. Commrm Knowledge, Vol. I, No. 3, 1993. 
I I .  op. cit., footnote 7 above. 
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that ontological relativism might be similar to Thomas Kuhn's more 
recent philosophy. 

Having before me a copy of Kuhn's Robert and Maurine 
Rothschild Distinguished Lecture of 19  November 1991 I can now 
describe the similarities and the differences in greater detail. 

We both oppose the strong programme in the sociology of science. 
As a matter of fact I would say, exactly as Kuhn does, that 'the claims 
of the strong programme' are 'absurd: an example of deconstruction 
gone mad'. I also agree that it is not enough to undermine the 
authority of the sciences by historical arguments: why should the 
authority of history be greater than that of, say, physics? All we can 
show historically is that a general appeal to scientific authority runs 
into contradictions. That undermines any such appeal; however, it 
does not tell us how science should now be interpreted or used. 
(Such questions, I would say, have to be answered by the interested 
parties themselves, according to their standards, conceptions, 
cultural commitments.) 

Kuhn says that 'the difficulties that have seemed to undermine the 
authority of science should not be simply seen as observed facts about 
its practice. Rather they are necessary characteristics of any 
developmental or evolutionary process.' But how do we know that 
science is an evolutionary process rather than a static way of finding 
more facts and better laws? Either from 'observed facts about its 
practice' or from interpretations that are imposed from the outside. 
In the first case we are back at the situation Kuhn wants to overcome 
while the second case means that science is being incorporated into a 
wider (cultural) context - a context that values developments - and is 
interpreted accordingly (the procedure I mentioned in parentheses 
above). It seems that is what Kuhn really wants, i.e. he wants to settle 
the question philosophically, not by appealing to facts. I would agree 
if I knew that for him this is one way among many and not the only 
possible procedure. 

Summarizing his argument Kuhn makes three assertions. 'First, 
the Archimedian platform, outside history, outside of time and space, 
is gone beyond recall.' Yes, and no. It is gone as a structure that can 
be described and yet shown to be independent of any description. It is 
not gone as an unknown background of our existence which affects 
us but in a way which forever hides its essence. Nor is 
Archimedianism gone as a possible approach. It would be the 
politically correct approach in a theocracy, for example. 

Secondly, Kuhn says that in the absence of an Archimedian 
platform 'comparative evaluation is all there is'. That is of course true 
- and trivially so. Thirdly, he challenges the traditional notion of truth 
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as correspondence to reality. ' I  am not suggesting, let me emphasize, 
that there is a reality which science fails to get at. My point is, rather, 
that no sense can be made of the notion of a reality as it has ordinarily 
functioned in the philosophy of science.' Here I agree with the 
proviso that more metaphysical notions of reality (such as those 
proposed by Pseudo Dionysius Areopagita) have not yet been 
disposed of. 

Let me repeat that the cultures that call forth a certain reality and 
these realities themselves are never well defined. Cultures change, 
they interact with other cultures and the indefiniteness resulting 
therefrom is reflected in their worlds. This is what makes 
intercultural understanding and scientific change possible: poten­
tially every culture is all cultures. We can of course imagine a world 
where cultures are well defined and strictly separated and where 
scientific terms have finally been nailed down. In such a world only 
miracles or revelation could reform our cosmology. 
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