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9. Scientism in crisis good news for latin american philosophy

Ricardo D. Gomez
California State University
Los Angeles, USA

In his plenary address to the Eleventh InterAmerican Congress of Philosophy
(Guadalajara, Mexico: November 1985), Richard Rorty presented a particular view of
the development of Continental and Anglo Saxon philosophy in the 20th century, and'?®
read that historical reconstruction as not grounding the possibility of a truly different
and representative Latin American philosophy and as not allowing to infer any

connection between philosophy and politics.

| will claim that (a) Rorty’s view of the development of Western philosophy could
be used, contrary to Rorty’s own evaluation, for grounding the possibility of an original
Latin American philosophy, and (b) Rorty arrives at a different conclusion from my own
one because (i) he doubts that there is such a thing like cultural imperialism (and so
there is no room for a philosophy mainly concerned with how to move out of it), and (ii)
he wrongly concludes that from categorialism and holism follows the necessity of

abandoning any attempt to deal, when doing philosophy, with the real world.
I

Let us first briefly sketch Rorty’s own summary of the development of Western

philosophy in this century.

() “At the beginning of the 20th century philosophy allied itself with the scientific
culture. . .. Logic is the essence of philosophy.”'?° This was taking place mainly in the
Anglo-Saxon countries as a result of (a) the high status of science. and (b) the
revolutionary developments in symbolic logic (Frege, Russell). This involved a reaction

against both Aristotelianism and ldealism, and consequently against all forms of

129 Richard Rorty, “From Logic to Language To Play,” A Plenary Address to the Inter-American
Congress; Proceedings and Addresses of the American Philosophical Association, vol. 59, n5 (June
1986), pp. 741-753; p. 749.



163

essentialism and substantialism by dissolving substances into congeries of relations
and by making essences be supernumerary for the purposes of scientific and
philosophical accounts of reality. Analytic philosophy was the official and enduring
embodiment of the above tendency, according to which philosophy should be reduced

to the logical analysis of language.

(2) Around the 60’s there was a change in attitude towards logic (as the
instrument of philosophy) and language (as the subject matter whose logical analysis
allegedly exhausted the scope of philosophical research): “analysis seem to be wrong
word for what philosophers were doing. . . It makes it hard to think of “language” as the

name of the special subject matter of philosophy.”30

(3) The move from (1) to (2) is a move towards the acceptance of categorical
frameworks as playing a central role in the human description and explanation of the
world. Rorty also correctly visualizes the Kantian flavor of the conceptual core of the
change in the 60's although, contrary to Kant, now philosophers were aware that “the
categories, the grand-plans for constructing such worlds, were not fixed by the nature
of our faculties, but were susceptible of historical and cultural change.”’®*' So the world
is conceived as being constructively framed by our categorical framework (language is
an unavoidable main component of it). In other words, there is no way to come to know

the world, i.e., a world as it were not determined by the categorical framework.

(4) According to Rorty, the outcome of (2)-(3) is not only a break with analytic
philosophy but also and-consistently a break with scientists. Now scientific theories are
one among many sorts of frameworks; now science is no longer warranted the status
of the unique and privileged view of the world that can only provide the true knowledge
of it. | myself have emphasized elsewhere some years ago that new philosophy of
science (Kuhn, Lakatos, Feyerabend) being generated after the 60's involved the
rejection of scientism in so far as it rejected crucial notes of it, e.g. science as clearly
demarcated from other types of activities, science as having a privileged
epistemological status, science as having a distinctive method, science as value-free,

and so forth. The scientific categorical frameworks involve at least metaphysical and

130 |bid., p. 750.
131 |bid., p. 749.
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value-laden presuppositions. Accordingly, the world being studied by science is

actually the reflection of them.'32

(5) In spite of (1)-(4), Rorty now will claim that all the above development runs
against the negative tendency of philosophy in our century “to become more national
than in the past”, attempting to make philosophy “rather different on each side of each
national border”;'33 all this is wrong, for Rorty, because allegedly philosophy should be
“an interchange which has no limits, and no purpose, except those se by the free
agreement of participants in a dialogue.”** Rorty’s main point, according to him, is that
the above sketched development contributes to overcome the harmful tendency to
endorse assumedly parochial philosophies which pretend to enlighten us about a

certain reality and aim at helping to overcome it."3%

The message for Latin American philosophy is obvious: the development of
philosophy in the 20th century shows that there is no ground for a truly Latin American
philosophy representing a particular approach to the definite sort of political reality that

requires to be radically changed.
| disagree.
Il

In fact, | agree with Rorty’s developmental] account as sketched in (1)-(4). But
there is a non-sequitur from (4) to (5). One clear way of proving that is to show that
actually (1)-(4), if adequately interpreted, will not lead to (5) but to its negation, i.e., to
ground the possibility of a representative Latin American philosophy. Let us consider

(1)-(4) one by one.

(1) Historically speaking, analytic philosophers in Latin America have been and
continue to be among the ones who reject the existence of an original and

representative Latin American philosophy in so far as if it were correctly understood

132 See, Ricardo J, Gomez, “Filosofos Modernos de la Ciencia,” Critica (Mexico), vol. 8, n33
(August 76), pp. 25-56. So, | must also agree with Rorty’s claim that what is in crisis is “the idea of
philosophy as a superstructure which by dealing with ‘logic’... would provide a permanent neutral matrix
for inquiry, on which was indifferent between historical epochs.” Rorty. op. cit., p. 751.

133 Rorty, op. cit., p. 747.

134 |bid., p. 748.

135 “The sense of human languages and practices as the results of experimental self-creation
rather than of an attempt to approximate to a fixed and ahistorical ideal —the position in which | am
claiming the philosophy of our century culminates— makes it less plausible than over to imagine that a
particular theoretical discipline will rescue or redeem us.” (Ibid., p. 753).
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philosophy would be the mere analysis of language. But that logical analysis (the
philosophical tool) is basically the same for all languages (it is even codified in universal
systems like Principia Mathematica). Not only the tool is an invariant but also the
subject matter, language, which no matter some regional differences, is governed by
the same syntactical, semantical and pragmatical rules everywhere. So, to ever come
analytic philosophy (as it had happened in this century) a good step forward (though
not a sufficient one) towards removing one of the standard ways of arguing against the

possibility of a truly Latin American philosophy.

(2) Therefore, that change which took place in the 60's moving away from
analytic philosophy is not a step necessarily against the possibility of grounding a

different particular philosophy. On the contrary.

(3) Mainly because, as | have said before, that move is towards the acceptance
of categorical frameworks (involving, at least, metaphysical, and value-laden

presuppositions) constituting the world which is the subject matter of our research.

So, why not to think that people in Latin America (or in any particular region of
it) visualizes the world in terms of their own proper presuppositions. Why not to accept
that through political and social compulsion a definite world has been imposed upon
them, a world that they do not want, but a world which is attempted to be legitimized
by masking the framework that constitutes it. Why not to think that a truly Latin
American philosophy should primarily deal with the criticism of a world so constituted.
That would be perfectly consistent with the development taking place in the 60’s.
Moreover, philosophy as always played a normative role reflecting the norms of a given
culture. Then, philosophy as a critical activity about the framework of economical,
political and social oppression should be useful for (a) making people aware of the
existence and role of those frameworks, (b) guiding people’s evaluation of them, and

(c) contributing to identify what to radically change in them.

We must remember that a central claim of the new philosophy is that those

frameworks are not all the same and are not unchangeabile.

This makes us unable of talking of a single, categorically-free world. So, it makes
sense to talk of different philosophies as conceptualizing from particular frameworks a
different world, i.e. it makes sense to talk of a philosophy attempting to constitute a

conceptual framework for overcoming a particular world, e.g. a social political reality of
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oppression generated and legitimized through the imposition of another framework part
of which is, not surprisingly, a philosophical structure claiming that a truly Latin

American philosophy does not exist.

(4) I have emphasized elsewhere the necessity of also overcoming scientism as
part of a philosophical framework for liberation.'3® It has been repeatedly stressed that
an ideological conception of science (and scientism is the paradigmatic case of it) is
one of the legitimizing factos of policies of imperialist oppression. Then, to demitify
science as providing the unique true description and explanation of the world (i.e., to
overcome scientism) is a progressive move towards liberation. Consequently, the
overcoming of scientism instead of leading to a more cosmopolitan philosophy is
instrumental to a philosophy conceived as a critical discussion of any framwork in

which scientism played a legitimizing role.

To sum up: (1)-(4) can be used, contrary to Rorty, to make sense of a well-
grounded philosophy of liberation, that is, can be used not to ground (5) but its

negation.
1]
Why Rorty arrived at such a different conclusion?

(1)-(4) as stated by Rorty are true. So, what makes him to interpret them in such

a way as to wrongly conclude (5)?

My conjecture is that, on the one hand, he is unable to acknowledge the
existence of a different political reality, and, on the other hand, he endorses a very a

debatable view of the relations between philosophy and politics.

There is not, on the one hand in Rorty’s address, a single statement that would
provide us with the slightest clue for being allowed to say that the acknowledge that
Latin America is a dependent and oppressed area of the world. On the other hand, he-
explicitly claims that “philosophy, even though it is often inspired by politics should not

be thought as a foundation for politics, nor as a weapon of politics.”'%’

136 See my “ldeological Conception of Scientific Progress,” XXXIth Annual Meeting PCCLAS,
Las Vegas, October 1985.
137 Rorty. op. cit., p. 752.
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It is hard to argue against a view which is permeated by the denial of a crucial
reality. Sometimes those disputes end without solution in a blind alley (“You say that
there is something like that but | don'’t see it”). At least, Rorty explicitly acknowledges
that there is not such a thing like cultural imperialism. It is hard for me not to infer that

he is so implicitly denying the existence of political and economical imperialism.

Therefore, according to Rorty, there is no room for a philosophy primarily
concerned with how to move out of all kinds of imperialism. For him, there is not a
legitimizing framework of oppression and dependence; so, it makes no sense to talk

about a critical discussion of it and of how to become liberated from it.

The situation is even worse because although Rorty would have admitted that
reality of dependence and oppression, philosophy should not be concerned with it
because “we should discard the last traces of the Marxist idea that a philosophical

super science can tell the working classes their true situation.”'38

Why is that so? Here is where Rorty makes his own evaluation of the
development of Western philosophy to allegedly play a foundational role; that
development, according to Rorty, has shown that the frameworks do not deal with the
real world and that we, consequently, should be merely concerned with the mere

interplay of the different frameworks without any concern with the real world.'3°

However, as | have said before, that development does not grant such Rorty’s
claim: on the contrary, it shows that the constitutive roles of categorical frameworks
emphasize that each community-culture deal with its world and that consequently there
is room for a critical reflection of such a world in order to understand it and to be helpful
for changing it, if that is what that criticism shows to be required. And, of course, this is
completely independent of asking for a sort of a philosophical super science. In fact,

no liberation philosopher in Latin America is looking for that.

138 |bid., p. 753.

139 bid., p. 752: “My hope is that now, at the end of the century, we philosophers may be in a
position to regain Hegel's sense of cultures as matching themselves against past and future cultures
rather than against such extra human forces as God, the moral law or the real world.” This is, to say the
least, a funny way of reading Hegel, because, to say the least again, Hegel's view doves not involve
that those cultures and languages are not about a certain world.
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On the contrary, they seem to be looking for something which is plainly
consistent with some of the notes that Rorty himself ascribes to philosophy as an

outcome of his view of its development in this century.

First, because Latin American liberation philosophers conceive themselves

such philosophy, like Rorty, as overcoming both analytic philosophy and scientism.'40

Second, because both emphasize the role of constitutive frameworks (although

they interpret them differently).

Finally, mainly because those frameworks and their operative modes are the
result of a relevant interaction of theory and practice. That is Rorty’s view, for example,
about all linguistic frameworks which are conceived “as a variety of human behavior

continuous with the rest of human beings attempts to cope with the world.”'4!

Philosophy itself as coming out of praxis (rather than practice) is a shared basic

view of the philosophy of Liberation:

“I call philosophy of liberation the strictly philosophical discourse that gives

thematic priority to the praxis of the liberation of the oppressed.”142

This stresses that no matter the similarities, there is a crucial basic difference
between any philosophy of the center even thought it could be the outcome of
overcoming both analytic philosophy and scientism and a truly original Latin American

philosophy.

Both conceive that philosophy always involves a framework for describing and
explaining some X and the human account of it (as a philosophy of science, of law, of
art, and so forth). But a philosophy of liberation is a philosophy from a certain framwork:
the framework defining the point of view of the oppressed. This can never be the

framework of the standard philosophies of domination (because they, on the contrary,

140 See, for example, Arturo Roig, “The Actual Funaction of Philosophy in Latin America," in Latin
American Philosophy in the Twentieth Century, ed. by Forge J. E. Gracia (New York; Prometheus Books,
1986), pp. 247-260. This kind of philosophy that has been overcome already in both Europe and America
continues to be taught by certain academic groups in Latin America. But we all know that “. . . philosophy
of the center when simply repeated in the periphery becomes an obscurantist ideology.” (Enrique
Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1985; pp. 13-14). It is a fact that
the centralideology enters through dominant minorities. That is a crucial strategy of cultural imperialism
which, of course, goes han-in-han with political imperialism. This is exactly what Rorty’s conceptual
framework —a framework from the center— is unable to visualize.

41 Rorty, op. cit., p. 750.

42 E. Dussel, op. cit., p. 188.
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legitimize the oppression). Rorty is a paramount example of that: his own philosophical
framework makes him deny that there is even something like a framework of the

oppressed.

Furthermore, that philosophy is the result of a praxis: the praxis of the liberation
of the oppressed. It is then, from the start and by definition, political. It is the result of
political praxis and of attempts to contribute to a radical change in the political reality,
in so far as it is, by definition, of liberation. This could never have been Rorty’s point of
view because a philosophy which is not from the point of view of the oppressed cannot
be visualized as dealing with the praxis of liberation. That allegedly rigorous isolation
of philosophy from politics is nothing else than a crucial element in the ideological
apparatus of domination (no matter whether one is not outspokenly conscious of it as

it seems to be in Rorty’s case). 43

Therefore, this different and novel Latin American philosophy has a special kind
of novelty, a novelty which is not original and primarily philosophical; in fact, it is
originally and primarily historical and political. Its novelty is the novelty of the framework
and of the goal of it: it is the framework of the point of view of the oppressed and for

the liberation of the oppressed.'44

Now we can have a better view of my criticism of Rorty’s plenary address: The
development of 20th century central philosophy does not ground the impossibility (nor

even the oddity) of a truly original Latin American philosophy. On the contrary, it is

143 So contrary to Rorty who claimed that “philosophy should try to express our political hopes
rather than to grodd our political practices,” Dussel would reply that it will be a part of the political
armament for liberation: “philosophy is the weapon of the liberation of the oppressed” (Ibid., p. 189).

44 For this reason, “in the philosophy of liberation the coherent, organic articulation of the
philosopher with a historical subject (class, women’s liberation movement, culturally oppressed people)
is a decisive question” (Dussel, op. cit.,, p. 190). This is confirmed, for example, by some feminist
accounts of science according tho which the development of philosophy of science after the 60's
(overcoming both analytic philosophy and scientism). grounds the possibility of talking of a feminist
science, i.e., of a view of science from the feminist framework which according to feminist philosophers
is also a framework of the oppressed. See, for example, E. Fox Keller. “Feminism and Science,” Journal
of Women in Culture and Society, vol. 7, n3 (1982), pp. 589-602; E. Fee, “Critiques of Modern Science,”
in Ruth Bleier, ed. Feminist Approaches to Science (New York: Pergamon Press, 86), pp. 42-56, and
Sandra Harding, The Science Question in Feminism (Ilthaca-London: Cornell University Press. 1986)
specially chapters 8-10. This explains why Dussel consistently closes his book claiming that “philosophy
of liberation, as philosophy of the oppressed and from the oppressed, is not a task only for thinkers of
the countries of the Third World. Philosophy of liberation can be exercised in all places and situations
where there is oppression of person by person, class by class, racial minority by racial minority.
Depending on the “space” where the discourse arises, diverse topics will be relevant. The themes can
be different. but not the type of discourse, or its method or its essential categories (in our terminology,
“but not the philosophical framework”).” (op. cit., p. 195).
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perfectly consistent with crucial claims of such philosophy, e.g., the necessity of
overcoming positions like analytic philosophy and scientism as well as the unavoidable

role of categorical frameworks.

However, it is crucial to stress that a philosophy of liberation, although consistent
with such development does not need any kind of grounding from any philosophy of
the center just because it is initially a rejection of any framework legitimizing any sort

of domination.



