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1 Seen from the perspective of its basic convictions and methods. Austrian philosophy of 
science does not seem to possess any uniformity at all. The realism of Bolzano or Boltzmann 
contrasts with the conventionali,m and phenomenalism of Mach; the elcmentism of Mach 
contrasts with the holism of Wittgenstein; the fallibilism of Mach or Popper stands against the 
fundamentalism of Schlick; Popper's or Stegmüller's flair for technical terms presents a 
glaring contrast to the latcr Wittgcnstein's or to Feycrahend's prefercnce for colloquial 
language; thc anarchism of Fcyerabend is opposed to the traditionalism of thc later Wittgen­
stein or the later Musil; the sociological point of view of Wittgenstein or Fleck is alien to the 
mainstream attitude of the Vienna Circle. In fact one could further diversify the picture hy 
pointing out, for cxamplc, that there is a difference between the realism or logical objectivism 
of Bolzano, which postulates a realm of abstract logical entities, and the more common­
sensical realist position taken for granted by Boltzmann;1 or by pointing to the differences 
which obtain between, say, the romantic, Spenglerian-type traditionalism of Wittgenstein on 
the one hand and the rather more future-oriented conservatism of Musil on thc other;2 or by 
pointing to the fact that, even within the Vienna Circle, radically divergent trends made them­
selves feit: the ideas of Neurath, ahove alL and gradually even those of Carnap. 3 were charac­
terized by a mcasure of fallibilism and holism as weil as by an awareness of the sociological 
dimensions of truth and knowledge, in opposition to what was referred to above as the main­
stream attitude of the logica\ positivists. 

1.1 One can indeed discern as a rather strong undercurrent in the history of Austrian 
thought the idea that there is a proper place within the philosophy of science for sociological 
considerations, in the sense that at least some normative questions as to truth or falsity should 
really bc regarded as factual questions about what is and is not accepted by the scientific com­
munity, or about what is handed down by successive generations of the same. Thus although 
for instance in Mach's philosophy the role of tradition, as regards society in general and 
science in particular. is depticted in an overwhelmingly negative manner, he does nevertheless 
concede that that which is handed down fulfils indispensable functions. In his 1883 Inaugural 
Address he refers to the "fixed habitudes of thought"4 without which new problems will not 
become perceivable as such, and to the "importance and utility" of "habitual judgment'' and 
of "prejudice". "No one could exist intellectually", he writes, 

if he had to form judgments on every passing experience, instead of allowing himself 
to be controlled by the judgments he has already formed ... On prejudices, that is, on 
habitual judgments not tested in every case to which they are applied, reposes a goodly 
portion of the thought and work of the natural scientist. On preiudices reposes most of 
the conduct of soc1ety. With the sudden disappearance oI prejudice society would 
hopelessly dissolve.5 

In a similar spirit Karl Popper writes: 

What we call social life can exist only if we can know, and can have confidence, that 
there are things and events which must be so and cannot be otherwise. - lt is here that 
the part played by tradition in our lives becomes understandable. We should be 
anxious, temfied, and frustrated, and we could not live in the social world, did it not 
contain a considerable amount of order, a great number of regularities to which we 
can adjust ourselves. The mere existence of these regularities is perhaps more impor-
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absolute lead over Austria. Comparing, for instance, the numbers of Nobel Prize winning 
scientists, one finds that by 1906/07-the time when Philipp Frank, Hans Hahn and Otto 
Neurath started their fateful routine of meeting weekly in a Viennese coffee house-the 
figure for Germans was seven, and that for Austrians zero. By 1921, for which year Einstein 
won his Nobel Prize, andin which year he gave his celebrated Vienna public lecture, "in an 
enormous concert hall before an audience of some three thousend people", 17 the figures were 
twenty for Germany and one for Austria, the Vienna-born Hungarian Robert Barany having 
won the Nobel Prize for medicine in 1914. 18 

2.2 Philosophy of science very soon became the dominant branch of philosophy in Austria, 
a state of affairs having no parallel in Germany, England, or France. There is no really first­
rate Austrian philosopher who did not contribute to this discipline, and the major figures in 
Austrian philosophy are practically all of them major figures in the philosophy of science, too. 
Or, as Rudolf Haller has put it: Austrian philosophy "appears ... as a hidden branch of Eng­
lish empiricism, with the eventual reduction of philosophy to one of its disciplines: the theory 
of science."19 

2.3 Philosophy of science was not, of course, created by Austrians. From Whewell, J. S. 
Mill, Poincare, Duhem and Russell to Toulmin and Kuhn, the discipline has a distinguished 
English, French and American history. But the Austrian presence and indeed influence has 
become enormous. There is the school of Popper. There is Feyerabend. And there is, most 
importantly, the impact of Wittgenstein. This latter is obvious in Toulmin's case; conspicuous 
in Hansen's;20 very important in that of Sellars;21 and essential in Kuhn's, whose other main 
source of inspiration was of course Ludwik Fleck.22 

3 Now in attempting to offer an explanation for the preeminence of the philosophy of 
science in Austria one must be conscious of the fact that, as with all historical hypotheses, the 
suggestions made here are of a necessarily tentative character. They are designed merely to 
open up what may be plausible perspectives, and do not amount to propositions capable of 
definite verification. Three such-complementary-perspectives will be put forward. 

3.1 The main characteristics of Austrian philosophy as such bear striking testimony to,the 
fact that the emergence of an autonomous middle dass within the Habsburg Monarchy was 
belated and incomplete. The middle-class values of individual rationality and of the sovereign, 
self-determining personal subject were neither taken for granted in Austrian thought, nor 
made the object of conscious hypostatisation. Thus both the isolated epistemological subject 
of Descartes and Locke and the pure ego of Kant failed to play a role within the borders of 
the Empire. And the Austrian aversion to the notion of a metaphysical seif helped from the 
very start to direct epistemological attention towards intersubjective cognitive processes, and 
not least towards the phenomenon of science. 

3.2 In peripheral Austria the development of natural science necessarily lagged behind that 
of the more advanced countries to the West-in particular that of Imperial Germany-creating 
a vacuum which the theory of a practice so attractively pursued elsewhere could then fill. Tue 
early career of Ernst Mach, whose example for, and influence upon, subsequent generations 
of Austrians could hardly be overestimated, is itself paradigmatic. He entered the University 
ofViennain 1855, and was not at all happy there. As he wrote to Hugo Dingler in retrospect: 

I never had a teacher of importance outside of the great dead classical authors, for my 
student days preceded almost all of the reforms of the Austrian universities, which had 
been allowed by Kaiser Franz to go to the dogs. [But] I had no money to attend a 
German University .. _23 

After having received bis doctorate in 1860, he would have liked to study at Königsberg, 
under Franz Neumann, who had done work on the dynamic theory of light and mathematical 
research relating to the induction of electric currents. But Mach, as Blackmore puts it, 
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simply lacked the financial rneans, nor could he even afford to buy the equipment 
necessary to carry out satisfactory physical experiments in Vienna. Thus financial pres­
sure drove him m two directions: first, to introduce popular, remunerative lectures, 
and second, to find a way to carry out inexpensive laboratory experiments. 24 

Suchexperiments, Mach found, were possible in the application of physics to physiology and 
psychology. Here , to quote Blackmore again, "he was able to make some progress, even with 
the most primitive instruments and apparatus or with none at all" .25 And if psychophysics was 
cheap, philosophy was of course even cheaper. Mach's 1871 lecture "Die Geschichte und die 
Wurzel des Satzes von der Erhaltung der Arbeit"26 already contains all the main-radical but 
facile-philosophical ideas of bis later years . "Das Eine wollen wir festhalten", Mach stressed, 

dass es bei der Naturforschung nur auf die Erkenntnis des Zusammenhanges der 
Erscheinungen ankommt. Was wir hinter den Erscheinungen uns vorstellen, existiert 
eben nur in unserem Verstande, hat für uns nur den Wert einer Gedächtnishandhabe 
oder Formel, deren Gestalt, weil sie wiUkürlich und gleichgültig ist, sich sehr leicht mit 
unserem Kulturstandpunkt ändert. 27 

Karl Popper never shared Mach's conventionalisro; but he did share with him the expe­
rience of finding himself in the close vicinity of science at its greatest and of being caught up 
in wonder at its possibilities, without however really being able to partake in it. He was awe­
struck by lectures in mathematics and theoretical physics at Vienna University,28 but what 
absolutely dazzled him was the aura of Einstein's work. Here, Popper feit, was the true scien­
tific attitude: 

Einstein was looking for crucial experiments whose agreement with bis predictions 
would by no means establish bis theory; while a disagreement, as he was the first to 
stress , would show bis theory to be untenable. 29 

When in 1921 Einstein gave bis Vienna public lecture referred to above, Popper, too, went 
to listen to him; but, as he puts it in retrospect, " this thing was quite beyond my understanding 
.. . I remember onJy that I was dazed . "30 He has not been the only one. "Tue public was", as 
Philipp Frank describes the lecture, "in a remarkably excited state, the kind of mental state in 
which it no longer matters what one understands as long as one is in the immediate neighbour­
hood of a place where miracles are happening. "31 

3.3 Philosophy of science has an ideologica/ character which science lacks. Tue picture of 
scientific detachment drawn by Max Weber in bis "Wissenschaft als Beruf' (1919)32 is surely 
an idealization, yet it would still be unheard-of witbin science proper to attach political labels 
to this or that position, whereas such labeling has always been widespread in the philosophy 
of science. To cite soroe current examples: Wittgenstein's philosophy has been called 
"conservative" by Prague-educated Ernest Gellner,33 while both Wittgenstein and T. S. Kuhn 
have been labeled "underoocratic" , "authoritarian", and "elitist" by the Hungarian Imre 
Lakatos, who maintains on the other band that bis own philosophy of science, like Popper's, 
is "democratic" , whereas that of Feyerabend is of course "anarchistic" .34 Some of these labels 
might be unhappily chosen. But the strong connection between political arguments on the one 
band, and arguments pertaining to the theory of science on the other, is clear: it was already 
conspicuous in the writings of Mach and was indeed there still earlier in the work of Bolzano. 
This ideological character of the philosophy of science must clearly have had special appeal in 
a society facing the political dilemmas of relative backwardness. 

ENDNOTES 

1 "Ich bin der Meinung", wrote Boltzmann, "daß die Aufgabe der Theorie in der Konstruktion eines 
rein in uns existierenden Abbildes der Außenwelt besteht . .. Es ist ein eigentümlicher Trieb des 
menschlichen Geistes, sich ein solches Abbild zu schaffen und es der Außenwelt immer mehr und 
mehr anzupassen." Ludwig Boltzmann, Populäre Schriften (Leipzig 1905) , p. 77. 
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