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H. van Dongen 
Geen gemene maat ['No common measure'] 
- over incomtnensurabiliteit [on incommensurability] 

SUMMARY1 

0. Introduction 

1. Incommensurability in Kuhn and Fey er abend 

2. Examples 

In this book, I adhere to the lexical definition of incommensurable: 'having no common 

measure'.2 In mathematics, the term pertains to measuring e.g. the side of a square in 

comparison to the diagonal. In philosophical debates, incommensurability concerns the 

mensurae in the broad sense of 'that with which something is compared or evaluated'. This 

includes a vast range of rules, values and regulative points of view, concepts, examples, 

practices, procedures, that can be connected to all sorts of matters, discourses, theories, 

propositions, etc. 

Two things, propositions, theories, discourses etc. are incommensurable when a specific 

measure (concept, rule, unit of measurement etc.) connected to the first turns out to be 

inapplicable to the measuring, understanding or evaluation of the second, while conversely a 

different measure (concept, etc.) belonging to the second in its turn is of no use in measuring, 

understanding, or evaluating the first. 

The philosophical controversies about incommensurability often concern mensurae in the sense 

of concepts: these stipulate how something is to be named and how it should be interpreted and 

understood in observation. Speaking of 'no common measure' does not imply that every 

common measure for these matters is lacking in every possible situation. The term 

incommensurability is usually applied to situations in which specific measures or concepts are 

at issue, with a common context in which both states of affairs are considered in such a manner 

that their (in)commensurability can come to light and moreover is relevant. 

In philosophy, the term incommensurability became well-known especially through the work of 

Thomas S. Kuhn and Paul K. Feyerabend. In Chapter 1, I discuss the development of their 

ideas, in Chapter 2 the examples given in their work. Kuhn speaks of 'incommensurable 

paradigms'. I consider this formulation hazy. It is not the paradigms (the measures) that are 

incommensurable (they are simply different), but the propositions that have to be understood 

and formulated in terms of the paradigms. 

In his writings, Feyerabend often acts as a critic of his own older views. His 'historical' 

approach of incommensurability in Against Method is a reaction to his older view in which in

commensurability stems from an abstract theory of meaning. In his last writings, he rejects his 

1 Translated by Philbert Schogt. 
2 Thomas Mautner: A dictionary of philosophy Oxford 1996 (Blackwell Reference) p206). 
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older view that the meaning of terms can only be determined within closed 'frameworks'.3 

3. Demarcation of incommensurability with respect to other concepts 

In Chapter 3 I take a closer look at the meaning of incommensurability by investigating the 

relationship of this concept to others that are often equated to it or distinguished from it. 

The use of measures, of whatever nature, implies that something is being compared (measuring 

or regulating is comparing to a measure or a rule). It is incorrect simply to equate 

incommensurability to incomparability. This could lead to a 'refutation', for how can we know 

that theories are incomparable, if we haven't first compared them? This criticism is correct but 

irrelevant, because incommensurability is not 'complete incomparability' but an incomparability 

according to a specific common measure. There remain countless other possible measures, with 

which the two matters perhaps can both be evaluated. 

If we look at some of the cited examples of incommensurability, contradictions seem to arise. 

Thus, in the system of Copernicus, the earth moves, in the system of Ptolemy the earth does 

not move. However, 'earth' in one system means something different than in the other. With 

Copernicus 'earth' is used in the meaning of one of the moving planets, while with Ptolemy the 

earth was the constant background against which the motion or immobility of objects could be 

observed. Seeing as propositions can only be contradictory if they concern the same matter in 

the same 'sense', incommensurabilty does not entail contradiction.4 

In publications in philosophy and philosophy of science, the terms incompatibility and 

inconsistency denote logical contradiction, but they are occasionally used by Kuhn and 

Feyerabend as synonyms for incommensurability. This usage merely causes confusion. 

Incommensurability is not a complete difference of meaning. A number of authors argue that if 

incommensurable theories do not contradict each other in any way, it is not clear why there is 

disagreement between the adherents of these theories. This criticism assumes that adherents of 

incommensurability adhere to a contextual or holistic theory of meaning, according to which the 

meaning of each term in a scientific theory is a function of its surrounding theoretical context. 

As a consequence, with every change of the theory, the reference of all the terms that it contains 

would shift. If this were so, then incommensurable theories would not merely make use of 

several terms that have a different meaning, but the theories as a whole would be expressed in 

'languages with no common meaning'5, and sure enough no overlap or conflict would be 

possible. In his first essay on incommensurability from 1962, Feyerabend puts forward such a 

theory of meaning. In §3.5, objections to this theory are discussed. The fact that Feyerabend 

later abandoned this theory of meaning and that Kuhn was never a proponent, does not prevent 

some critics from considering this theory of meaning and 'the incommensurability thesis' as 

Siamese twins. Incommensurability however is 'local' and does not have to be 'contagious': it 

occurs in situations in which the (im)possibility of the exchange of concepts between two 

theories is of importance. Part of this situation or context will be terms that are used in the same 

3 Paul Feyerabend: Ambiguità e armonia Lezioni trentine a cura di Francesca Castellani, Roma 1996 (Laterza) pi 17 
4 Aristotle: Metaph. IV, 3, 1005b 19. 
5 Howard Sankey: The Incommensurability Thesis Aldershot 1994 [Avebury] p2. 
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meaning in both theories. 

Initially, Kuhn treats the differences in the 'languages' belonging to certain paradigms as 

merely one of the aspects of incommensurability. After SSR, incommensurability becomes 

more and more equated to untranslatability. Opponents such as Putnam and Davidson use this 

equality to refute incommensurability. For it is inconsistent first to attribute untranslatable ideas 

to others and subsequently to describe these at length. This argument does not hold: the 

language in which translation is not possible, 'a small subgroup of (usually interdefined) terms 

and sentences containing them'6, is not the same language as the one in which the argument of 

untranslatability is set forth. 

Kuhn's analogy between languages of theories and natural languages leads to misunder

standings. In an essay from 1983, he distinguishes between 'translating in a narrow or 

technical sense' (the replacement of single words or word-groups) and an 'interpretative 

moment'. Incommensurability would arise when translations in the narrow sense are 

impossible. However, the two 'moments' that Kuhn distinguishes in every process of 

translation coincide when translating between natural languages: one-to-one translating is no 

'moment' in any translation process, and besides, not a 'moment' goes by that a translator can 

make do without interpretation. It is furthermore an oversimplification just to speak of 

translatability, as Kuhn does. Translating is never simply possible or not: there are degrees, 

there are more and less successful translations (if necessary, gestures, technical aids or 

drawings can help us). 

In his last publications, Kuhn once again lets go of his translation model. Now he speaks of 

'lexical taxonomy': the classification into kinds implicit in a certain use of language. Central in a 

taxonomie classification is the 'no-overlap' principle. Two different 'kind-terms' share no 

reference (unless they are related as species to genus). This means that when one kind-term 

changes in meaning, the meaning of other terms in the lexicon also shifts. In a scientific 

revolution, the taxonomie classification changes, and kind-terms from older systems can no 

longer be imported into the new one. Thus the kind-term 'planet' from Ptolemy's system no 

longer fits into the Copernican system, because its members would be derived from three 

different Copernican categories. Kuhn does not provide arguments why there might not be 

incommensurabilty between measure-guided activities other than those connected to taxonomie 

classifications. 

4. Irreducibilty and complementarity 

Reductionism can be seen as an attempt to replace a certain mensura with which experiences are 

normally considered by a different one, for example by claiming that mental phenomena are 

nothing but physical ones. 

Mental concepts may be of no use on a physical level, according to opponents of reduction, but 

physical concepts are of use on a psychological level, according to supporters. Because 

6 Thomas Kuhn: 'Commensurability, comparability, communicability' In: P.D. Asquith and T. Nickles (ed.) PSA 
1982. Proceedings of the 1982 Biennial Meeting of the Philosophy of Science Association East Lansing 1983 
[Philosophy of Science Association] p671. 
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incommensurability of two approaches must entail that mutually no common concepts can be 

proposed, the claim that physical phenomena are also 'a measure for mental phenomena' would 

thus imply commensurability. This can be refuted by pointing out that 1) terms describing 

physical processes (for example 'particles') acquire a different meaning as soon as they are 

applied to an other 'area' and 2) a neutral description of the 'physical basis' of e.g. mental 

processes is not possible. 

Often, the impression is created that the factual corroboration of reductionism is at most 

'temporarily not yet available'. But if we present incommensurability as a fundamental 

objection to claims of reductionism, then factual corroboration will never come about. The 

practical attitude of occasionally considering a phenomenon as if it were something else is not 

affected by this criticism. 

As an alternative attitude, complementarity will be investigated, in which different approaches 

not only 'co-exist peacefully', but can also be shown to be indispensable for each other. The 

contrast reductionism-complementarity is then briefly illustrated by the mind-body problem 

(§4.3). In a number of influential articles on the mind-body problem, Feyerabend calls mind 

and matter incommensurable (and thus irreducible to each other). He uses this as an argument 

for materialism. Arguments that make use of mentalistic terms can in no way contribute to 

refuting materialism, because they employ a terminology incommensurable to it. 

Feyerabend's thesis of the incommensurability of the physicalistic and mentalistic approach can 

with equal right be used to support a mentalistic approach. But more importantly, incom

mensurability does not force us to make such a choice at all. Choosing would amount to our 

acting as if we could reduce the one to the other, while we have come to see that such a 

reduction is not possible precisely because of incommensurability. We shall have to try to 

maintain both perspectives, which is possible because there is no contradiction between both 

incommensurable approaches. Thus there is no formal reason why they might not supplement 

each other, like the two complementary conceptualizations of light. 

5. Incommensurabilty and parapsychology 

The path of incommensurability crosses all sorts of other paths, some of which have hardly 

been explored while others suffer from traffic jams. An area that has been studied too little by 

philosophers is discussed in Chapter 5. Here, I look into mensurae that come into play when 

certain human experiences are called 'paranormal'. Scientific research into these phenomena is 

an example of a terrain where incommensurability is often overlooked, both by people with a 

positive as well as those with a negative attitude towards such research. 

I hope to make it plausible that reflecting on the mensurae concerned in debates on paranormal 

phenomena is of value, not only inside parapsychology (for comparing hypotheses), but also 

for the relationship between parapsychology and other sciences. The problems of interpretation 

in parapsychology not only remind us that there still are large blanks on the 'map' of scientific 

knowledge, but above all that it would benefit philosophical and scientific orientation if we 

stopped striving to depict reality on one single map. 
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6. Three 'alarm bells' 

(§6.1 'Different worlds') In SSR, Kuhn seems aware that expressions like 'though the world 

does not change with a paradigm, the scientist afterwards works in a different world'7 are 

vague and unsatisfactory. In §6.1 I show that Kuhn does not arrive at an unequivocal 

description of what he means with such statements and that in later attempts to be more precise 

he remains ambiguous. I also criticize Hoyningen-Huene's 'reconstruction' of Kuhn's point of 

view. Hoyningen-Huene makes an indefensible distinction between an 'Erscheinungswelt' and 

something that seems to have the status both of a knowable physical entity (stimulus, 

hypothetical cause) and at the same time of the unknowable Kantian Ding an sich. I provide 

arguments against Kuhn's idea that doubting the unequivocal ness of stimuli would lead to 

'indiviudal and social solipsism'. I arrive at an alternative interpretation on the basis of several 

indications in Kuhn's work that paradigms are finite. Paradigms are: 

- multiple (there exist paradigms that differ from each other - also with respect to 'a same 

domain' - and there can always be other mensurae than those used in a particular case.) 

- specific (this is a general characteristic of measures: they regulate certain activities and not 

others and have a limited range of validity.) 

- criticizable (besides paradigms functioning as the basis on which activity can be evaluated, 

they themselves may also be criticized and can change. In SSR, such criticism follows in 

particular from the confrontation with anomalies. Kuhn's theory thus leaves open the 

possibility that there are experiences of matters that lie outside the conceptualized 'world' of the 

researchers.) 

- contingent (they have evolved in the course of history, showing that humanity or cosmos 

could also exist without them and that in the future other mensurae may come into being) 

- groundless (they must be learned, recognized and complied with, but they are not self-

justifying or self-evident.8 ) 

In my view, these indications for the finiteness of paradigms result in (i) incommensurability 

being possible, but (ii) they do not lead to the thesis that if a part of the world were unravelled 

with other measures, the 'world' would change. The thesis that we know the world through 

our own finite filters implies that the world can always be more and different than what we 

know of it. 'The world' would only change with a paradigm-shiftt if it were wholly determined 

by a paradigm. At most this would appear to be so from within a dogmatic system (a system 

denying the finiteness of its measures). 

(§6.2 'Relativism') For some authors, the fact that one recognizes that something like incom

mensurability exists indicates that one is a 'relativist'. In §6.2, I briefly show that acknow

ledging the finiteness of measures does not mean subscribing to relativistic platitudes. 

(§6.3 'The solution') It is often suggested that incommensurability is a problem that ought to be 

solved. Or it is posited that the problem is 'unsolvable'. The differences that we call 

7 S 5 f i p l l l , p l2 l . 
8O.D. Duintjer: Rondom regels Meppel 1977 (Boom) p72-86. 
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incommensurability usually already manifest themselves as a difference in opinion on what the 

problem exactly entails and what would count as a solution. By subsequently asking if 

incommensurability itself is a problem, one has come to a 'meta'-level. Is it a problem that in 

practically every sphere of life there are various measures, and situations in which people 

following different measures meet each other? Whether or not one wants to call it problematic, 

the fact is that man simply cannot help but live and find his way within this state of affairs. In 

so far as I myself would like to connect the term 'solution' to incommensurability, I see it as 

indicating an attitude. The realization that one's own measures are not exclusively valid or 

sanctifying can be seen as an incentive to further investigate one's measures or those of others. 


