@

(UF

Vol. 15/ Issue: 37/ Winter 2021

Science and Tradition:
Towards a Pluralistic Scientific Society

Amir Motesharei
M.A. in Philosophy of Science Department, Sharif University of Technology, Tebhran, Iran.
a.motesharred@gmail.com

Mostafa Taqavi (corresponding author)
Assistant Professor, Philosophy of Science Department, Sharif University of Technology,
Tehran, Iran. m_tagavi@sharif-edu

Abstract

Having offered the “argument from bad lot”, Bas van Fraassen has
raised an important criticism on the Inference to the Best Explanation
(IBE) and challenged scientific realism. Regardless of scientific realism,
and given the reliance of today's scientific methods on IBE, this
criticism poses a deeper threat to the validity of scientific enquiry. In
this article, we will try to provide a way to deal with this threat,
according to the structure of the scientific community. Some structural
features of the contemporaty scientific community have caused the
scientific enquity to be limited to the science derived from the Western
tradition and deprived it of the theoretical opportunities of various
traditions. The main claim of this article is that paying attention to
different traditions together to produce science is a good way to
expand scientific enquity and deal with the mentioned threat. In the
first section, we will depict how the argument from bad lot threatens
the validity of scientific enquiry. In the second section, we discuss the
close relationship between science and tradition, and then examine the
status of this relationship in the contemporary scientific society. The
final section is devoted to proposing the idea of pluralism regarding
the use of the theoretical opportunities of different traditions in
scientific enquiry, as a proposed solution to counter this threat.
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Introduction

IBE is based on choosing the best explanation from among the various
options available to explain a set of facts. IBE advocates believe that the
best explanation of the proposed explanations for a set of facts, is
approximately true. Many criticisms of this inference have been raised by
the scientific anti-realists. One of these criticisms known as “argument
from bad lot” (Psillos, 1996), is proposed by Bas Van Fraassen. He argues
that IBE requires a prior belief that the truth is already more likely to be
found in the set of available explanations, than not (van Fraassen, 1989:
143). In his view, we have no guarantee that this belief is true, therefore
the IBE is unreliable. Kyle Stanford, by raising the issue of unconceived
alternatives and referring to many historical evidences, shows that we as
cognitive agents are not good in enriching the available set of explanations
ot, as he puts it, the space of theoretical opportunities (Stanford, 2000).
Since important areas of scientific enquiry rely on the IBE, Van Fraassen’s
criticism becomes a serious concern for the validity of scientific enquiry:
our weakness in enriching the available set of explanations poses a serious
threat to the IBE and, consequently, to scientific enquiry.

Science: presuppositions, values and traditions

To face this threat, we can enrich the available set of explanations with
probable theories to increase the likelihood of finding the correct theory
in that set. To this end, we have first to see how scientific theories are
produced. Contrary to the positivist view, scientific theories rely on
presuppositions and values that practically make scientific enquiry
possible. These presuppositions and values, which have been adopted by
the researcher in the form of one or more cognitive and normative
frameworks, enter the scientific research consciously or unconsciously.
The origins of these presuppositions and values can be traced back to
traditions.

Tradition can be considered as a cognitive and normative framework
in which various presuppositions and values are formed. Tradition
expands over time, and fundamental intellectual agreements are constantly
defined and redefined in it (McIntyre, 1988). Various traditions are rich
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sources of different presuppositions and values that can provide scientists
and researchers with a set of theoretical opportunities including
presuppositions, values, concepts, methods, problems, and worldviews.
Some of these theoretical opportunities can inspire scientists and
researchers to produce different theories in scientific enquiry. Alternative
theories based on the theoretical opportunities of different traditions can
enrich the available set of explanations. Thus, paying attention to different
traditions can be a good way to enrich the available set of explanations
and counter the threat of scientific enquiry.

Contemporary science

The contemporary form of scientific enquiry in the West, which derives
its main theoretical foundations from the Western intellectual tradition, is
known as the main source of science. This scientific enquiry does not
welcome the theoretical opportunities of other traditions to play a serious
and influential role in the mainstream of science. The reason for this is to
be found in the predominance of Western tradition over non-Western
traditions, as a result of which other modes of scientific thought and
enquiry are practically not recognized by the Western scientific society and
scientists (Kawagley and Norris-tull, 1995). Some conservative and
monopolistic tendencies are ingrained in the scientific society today:
conservatism versus the acceptance of novel and distinctive theories, and
monopoly versus the acceptance of other traditions to play a major role in
the mainstream of scientific enquiry. The conservatism of a major part of
the mainstream science today and the tendency of scientific enquiry to be
monopolistic, have reduced the possibility of making use of other
traditions as platforms to enrich the available set of explanations and
counter the threat of scientific enquiry.

Conclusion

The proposal of this article to deal with the threat of scientific enquiry can
be formulated in one sentence as follows: attempt to promote pluralism
regarding the use of the theoretical opportunities of different traditions in
scientific enquiry. The scientific community can welcome more diverse
traditions to play a role in science, thereby enriching the available set of
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explanations with more probable theories. Kafaee and Taqavi in their
article entitled The Value of Traditionality: The Epistemological and
Ethical Significance of Non-western Alternatives in Science, by referring
to three arguments, conclude that traditionality should be placed as a value
along with other known values of science (Kafaee and Taqavi, 2021). The
value of Traditionality implies recognizing the role of traditions in
inspiring us to reintegrate different ways of observing reality and the values
that support them. Taking this value seriously allows researchers to take
advantage of the theoretical opportunities available in different traditions
to expand scientific enquiry. The use of the theoretical opportunities of
different traditions ultimately brings about a broader scientific enquiry in
which reality is observed from different angles and various theoretical
alternatives are produced to explain the phenomena.
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