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Feyerabend’s Theoretical Pluralism

Theoretical Pluralism is a package consisting of two components:

1) The Principle of Proliferation (PP)

”Hence, if change of paradigms is our aim then we must be prepared to
introduce and articulate alternatives [...], we must be prepared to accept a
principle of proliferation. Proceeding in accordance with such a principle is one
method of precipitating revolutions. [...] Science as we know it is not a
temporal succession of normal periods and periods of proliferation; it is their
juxtaposition.” (Feyerabend 1970, p. 205f.)

2) The Anomaly Importation Thesis (AIT)

‘[A]lternatives are both used and needed; and the are needed as it is only
with their help that it is possible to find anomalies in whatever theory is
being held at a special moment.”
Feyerabend in a letter to Kuhn, 1960 (Hoyningen-Huene 1995, p. 336)

(A note on terminology: AIT is a neologism by Hoyningen-Huene (2000),
used in his discussion of Feyerabend’s critique on Kuhn.) 3 / 15
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Feyerabend’s Theoretical Pluralism (cont.)

How are PP and AIT related?

- PP and AIT are independent but closely related components in
Feyerabend’s argumentative framework.

- ⇒ AIT justifies PP

AIT-PP in a nutshell

If we look at a theory T through the glasses of an alternative T’, the
empirical content of T might appear richer and new relevant facts might
become available.
Should we decide to replace T by T’, it is because T’ explains certain
facts that T was unable to explain, and it also shows why T failed to
explain them. We end up with a better theory and ipso facto with
scientific progress. Hence, theory proliferation is essential for progress!
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Feyerabend’s Theoretical Pluralism (cont.)

The Argument for AIT

Feyerabend attacks the monistic test model of the empiricist tradition,
which is based on the Principle of Autonomy:
The empirical facts relevant for a theory are available whether or
not one considers alternatives to the theory.

Feyerabend against Autonomy

“Not only is the description of every single fact dependent on some
theory [...], but there also exist facts which cannot be unearthed except
with the help of alternatives to the theory to be tested, and which
become unavailable as soon as such alternatives are excluded. This
suggests that the methodological unit to which we must refer when
discussing questions of test and empirical content is constituted by a
whole set of partly overlapping, factually adequate, but mutually
inconsistent theories.” (Feyerabend, Against Method, 1975, p. 27)
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Feyerabend’s Theoretical Pluralism (cont.)

The Argument for AIT (cont.)

The Case of Brownian Motion

BM became a refuting instance for Thermodynamics not through the
confrontation of Thermodynamics with the mere fact of BM, but by
putting Thermodynamics in the context of the larger but
incommensurable framework of the Kinetic Theory. Only in this
constellation the phenomenon of BM became a genuine anomaly for
Thermodynamics.

- Certain counterinstances against a specific theory become relevant
counterinstances for that theory only in the context of alternatives.

- Anomalies are “imported” into the theory with the help of
alternatives. Therefore, if we are interested in increasing the
empirical content of a theory, we must have alternatives at hand.

- Incommensurable alternatives offer a better way of comparing
theories.
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Popper on Theory Proliferation and Anomaly Import

Was Popper a proponent of the monistic test model?
Oberheim (2006), p. 227:
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Popper on Theory Proliferation and Anomaly Import (cont.)
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Popper on Theory Proliferation and Anomaly Import (cont.)

Popper on the role of alternatives in theory testing in the
Logic of Scientific Discovery

Tests of theories involve (LSD, 1.3):

1) logical consistency
2) logical form (falsifiabiltiy)
3) comparison with other theories
4) empirical tests

Logic of Scientific Discovery, 5.30

⇒ Alternatives play a crucial role in theory testing.
⇒ Facts refute theories. But only theories make us reject theories.
⇒ Theory proliferation (PP) is acceptable in principle.
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Popper on Theory Proliferation and Anomaly Import (cont.)

Popper’s pluralistic test model

Popper, What is Dialectic? (1940)

Lakatos, Criticism and the Methodology of
Scientific Research Programmes (1968)

Feyerabend, Outline of a Pluralistic
Theory of Knowledge and Action (1968) 10 / 15



Popper on Theory Proliferation and Anomaly Import (cont.)

Critical Rationalism and AIT

What does Popper say about the relationship between successive
theories? Examples in The Aim of Science (1957):

Kepler: a3/T 2 = const.
Newton: a3/T 2 ∝ m0 + m1.

Galileo: Acceleration in free fall is constant.
Newton: Acceleration in free fall increases.

Are these examples for:

a) logically inconsistent (i.e. quantitatively incompatible) theories
where the later corrects the earlier?

b) incommensurable (i.e. qualitatively incompatible, logically
unrelated) theories where the later highlights anomalies in the earlier?

There are strong indications that Popper has a) in mind. After all he did
not think in terms of incommensurability. However...
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Popper on Theory Proliferation and Anomaly Import (cont.)

Critical Rationalism and AIT (cont.)

!
Popper, The Aim of Science (1957)
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Popper on Theory Proliferation and Anomaly Import (cont.)

Is this AIT? ⇒ Not quite!

Does Popper speak in terms of incommensurability? ⇒ No!

However, Popper’s examples do show that incompatible alternatives are
necessary in order to understand why and in what way earlier theories
were flawed!

- AIT is not incompatible with Critical Rationalism

- AIT can be seen as a fruitful extension of Critical Rationalism
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Summary

Popper Feyerabend

Competition essential for progress
√ √

Theory-dependence of facts
√ √

Alternatives enhance criticism
√ √

Pluralistic test model
√ √

Anomaly Import x
√

Incommensurability x
√

Convergence to truth; truthlikeness;
convergent realism

? x

Popper and Feyerabend agree that progress results from the critical
discussion of theoretical alternatives!
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Thank you!

For details see:

Bschir, Karim. 2015. “Feyerabend and Popper on Theory Proliferation and Anomaly Import:

On the Compatibility of Theoretical Pluralism and Critical Rationalism.” HOPOS: The Journal

of the International Society for the History of Philosophy of Science 5 (Spring): 24–55.
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