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By Tanya Kelley
Harold Brown has written an ambitious work, which traces the formation of concepts in individuals and cultures, examines case studies of concepts in calculus, mathematics, biology and related fields, summarizes important philosophical works on the theory of concepts, and seeks to reconcile scientific realism with conceptual change.  Brown considers himself a scientific realist but concedes that this very label is one that depends on a long history of concepts that came before, and may indeed be superseded as conceptual change continues.  Yet, concepts are not strictly relative to their contexts.  “The usual claim is that truth is relative – period; and this claim assumes a non-relativized truth-concept” (p. 309).  Crucial to his goal of developing a theory of concepts is how Brown reconciles conceptual change with objectivity.  

Much of Brown’s monograph is devoted to historical analysis, wherein he builds his theory of concepts piece by piece.  Philosophers have described the formation of concepts variously as neurologically, socially or externally based.  While twentieth century empiricists held that concepts could be equated to language, Locke, Berkeley and Hume held that language was the medium of concepts.   Brown notes that such accounts exclude non-propositional knowledge (p. 316).  One major point of differentiation between Brown and these empiricists is that for Brown, concepts are intentional categories, which may also be attributed to animals (p. 438).  For Brown, concepts are malleable mental entities existing in the minds of individual cognitive agents, that are to some degree independent of language, since studies indicate that “linguistic change generally lags behind conceptual change” (p. 11).   With his inclusion of non-propositional concepts, as well as in the ideas about conceptual change, Brown’s theory of concepts is more closely tied to those of Wilfred Sellars and Thomas Kuhn.  

Sellars argued that generalizations arrived through observation are not laws of nature, and therefore cannot be used to build larger generalizations. One reason for the limitations on observation is that there are many things in the world that we cannot perceive through our senses, but Sellars argues that these items are knowable through long-term scientific research.  Because concepts to describe such items do not exist, imaginative hypotheses toward conceptual innovation improve the predictive powers of science (p. 144).  Brown finds Sellars’ theory of concepts the most successful of extant theories and uses it as the basis for his own theory of concepts, which he calls TC.  Brown writes that his theory of concepts builds on Sellars’ by providing 
a basis for understanding how fundamental conceptual innovation can occur while maintaining sufficient continuity with older concepts to make the changes intelligible.  Such innovation is a central feature of the development of human knowledge; it is the major phenomenon that I want to account for in this book, and is not examined in detail by many advocates of competing theories of concepts (p. 232).

One of the refinements Brown provides for Sellars’ theory of concepts is to address the problem of incommensurability by building on the work of Kuhn.

Kuhn believed that we judge the quality of a theory by comparing it to a paradigmatic theory. Thus the basis for assessment is not permanent, since the paradigm may change in a scientific revolution.  The gap between a theory and a paradigm creates the problem of incommensurability, thus, after a paradigm shift the lexicon of a previous theory becomes untranslatable to its successor.  But Brown responds that “a bilingual historian or scientist aware of the new evidence can – thinking in terms of the older theory – conclude that certain claims in the theory are false, and explore which claims carry over to the new theory, or have close successors in that new theory” (p. 449).  Brown argues that a robust version of scientific realism can withstand paradigm shifts that engender conceptual change so long as one recognizes that “scientific knowledge is not apportioned to individual sentences” (p. 449).  Although human cognition is shaped by language, Brown does not rely on propositions for determining truth.  Conceptual change occurs because individuals adept in the language of old concepts make imaginative leaps through forming hypotheses and then formulating words to tie old and new concepts together. 

Like Kuhn, Brown finds the process of scientific inquiry as revealing as the product.  Brown refutes critics who claim that taking the scientist into account is an inappropriate intrusion of psychology into epistemology.  Knowing how an individual scientist was trained and the skills the scientist employs in undertaking a task is crucial to our ability to span the gaps between old and new concepts.  In the end, Brown hopes that his theory of concepts shows where to seek the conceptual bridges to understand new frameworks in science.  Brown’s book should be read by all those seriously interested in the history and philosophy of science.  By including non-propositional concepts and emphasizing the human factors involved with the practice of science, Brown provides a thorough and useful way of understanding the compatibility of scientific realism and conceptual change. 
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