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Discussion 

 

Pro and Con Discussion Regarding the Tenets of the Hermeneutic Philosophy of Science 

 

 

 

 

Since the late 1960s studies in the hermeneutic 

philosophy of science have been gaining currency. 

In looking at this development from a historical 

perspective, one can today recognize an independent 

philosophical tradition. Scientific research is com-

mitted to the universe of interpretative phenomena – 

so the tradition’s guiding tenet goes – since it is 

itself a hermeneutic process. To put it in an extended 

formulation, those phenomena which philosophical 

hermeneutics unveils in the being of history, lan-

guage, and art can also be identified in natural sci-

ence as a particular mode of being-in-the-world. 

This is a radical claim that provokes a double con-

frontation. On the one hand, the hermeneutic phi-

losophy of science opposes the mainstream philoso-

phical picture of science which is spelled out pre-

dominantly in terms of objectivism, epistemological 

representationalism, and cognitive essentialism. On 

the other hand, a conflict with traditional philoso-

phical hermeneutics is inevitable. On this traditional 

 

enterprise, a constitutive view of interpretation 

might be integrated into a theory of scientific com-

munication, but by no means into a theory of scien-

tific research and knowledge. Due to this double 

confrontation, the hermeneutic philosophy of sci-

ence brings into play several interesting debates of 

general philosophical importance. This tradition is a 

target of criticism from positions as different as neo-

scholastic ontology and neo-positivist epistemology. 

The publication of Professor Arvin Voss’s article 

documents our desire to initiate on the pages of the 

Balkan Journal of Philosophy an ongoing pro and 

contra discussion regarding the tenets of the herme-

neutic philosophy of science. To be sure, Professor 

Voss’s elegant criticism of the hermeneutic view 

about the status of science’s theoretical objects as 

well as his rehabilitation of essentialism concerning 

the constitution of scientific knowledge will meet a 

counter-criticism devised by the exponents of an 

interpretative turn in the philosophy of science.
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In recent work Prof. Dimitri Ginev has been de-

veloping a view of the nature of science which he 

calls “Cognitive Existentialism.” These subtle and 

detailed analyses call for much more extensive 

comment than I could possibly make here. Accord-

ingly, I am going to limit myself to examining a 

single, fundamental issue: the status of theoretical 

objects in science. As Ginev states, the “doctrine 

about the status of science’s theoretical objects con-

stitutes the kernel of cognitive existentialism” (Gi-

nev 2009, 382). Again, he elsewhere states that his 

goal is to describe “the ‘immanent transcendence” of 

science’s theoretical objects” (Ginev 2006, pp. 124–

131). Both the immanence and the transcendence of 
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theoretical objects are significant: the immanence 

because it is Ginev’s means of countering essential-

ism and transcendence because it is necessary to 

account for basic features of scientific research. 

My comment will have three parts: first, a brief 

account of the nature and status of theoretical ob-

jects in Ginev’s account of science; second, an ac-

count of some difficulties that I find with Ginev’s 

account of “theoretical” objects; thirdly, it will be 

argued that these difficulties have their source in the 

fact that implicit in Ginev’s position is an under-

standing of knowing that is essentialist with the re-

sult that he eliminates significant features about 

knowing in order to avoid essentialism. Finally, I 

will argue that there is an alternative account of 

knowing which avoids the problems of essentialism 

and is more adequate in accounting for the facts of 

knowing, specifically the role of theoretical objects 

in science. This claim will be argued first by sketch-

ing briefly an alternative conception of the origin, 

nature, and role of theoretical objects. Secondly, it 

will be shown that this alternative approach has the 

capacity to resolve the issues that remain puzzling in 

Ginev’s account of the constitution of science.  

In short, I shall argue that Ginev has failed to 

break cleanly with the fundamental assumptions 

about knowing on which essentialism is based and 

the result is that his own account of the role of theo-

retical objects in science is insightful, but ultimately 

not fully satisfying. 

 

I. On Science’s Theoretical Objects 
Cognitive existentialism aims to give an account 

of theoretical objects in science. The problem, as 

Ginev sees it, is to give an adequate account of the 

role of theoretical objects as they function in science 

without lapsing into some form of essentialism. 

Positively, for Ginev this means describing the role 

of theoretical objects in science purely in terms of 

scientific practices. Negatively, it means avoiding all 

implications that theoretical objects are cognitive 

essences: “There is no ‘essence’ behind or beyond 

the interrelatedness of practices” (Ginev 2009, 366). 

How is meaning constituted? Or, to ask the 

question in another way: how do theoretical objects 

arise? Ginev’s answer is that it is through “appropri-

ating (actualizing of) possibilities through interpreta-

tion.” Again, it is said that scientific research, a 

mode of being-in-the-world, “projects its existence 

upon possibilities.” How does this occur? It is 

through this appropriation that “an ongoing articula-

tion of a domain’s research objects comes into be-

ing” (Ginev 2009, 381). Appropriation and articula-

tion are two ways of describing how a scientist ap-

plies a theoretical object to a new situation, a new 

context, to another instance or instances of what was 

before only a possibility, something not yet known. 

An added aspect is that theoretical objects are “con-

stantly undergoing small changes in normal scien-

tific research due to their ‘recontextualization’ in 

new configurations of practices” (ibid.). In other 

words, the range of data to which a theoretical object 

is applied constantly expands. These statements 

document Ginev’s sensitivity to the contextual na-

ture of scientific reflection and the incremental de-

velopment that is characteristic of normal science.  

But what is appropriation? How does it occur? 

According to Ginev scientific research is “a mode of 

being-in-the-world” through which Dasein projects 

its being upon possibilities. Also, through appropria-

tion “a domain’s research objects come into being”. 

Both aspects are significant and will need to be ex-

amined in more detail. However, in this context 

Ginev is quick to affirm the anti-essentialist nature 

of his position: “the ongoing hermeneutic fore-

structuring of [a] domain’s cognitive structure is not 

behind or beyond the interrelatedness of practices” 

(Ginev 2006, pp. 135–139). The very fact that Ginev 

feels the need to reaffirm the anti-essentialist charac-

ter of cognitive existentialism suggests that the mat-

ter is not entirely settled in his mind. In any case, the 

denial of essentialism does nothing to explain the 

origin of this cognitive structure, its dynamics, or its 

organizing principle.  

Why such explanation is needed can be seen 

from the fact that Ginev adds an account of the na-

ture of this cognitive structure. He notes that “a do-

main’s research objects are always related to theo-

retical objects that are not present at hand in normal 

scientific everydayness” (2008, 237). The problem is 

to explain how research and theoretical objects are 

related. For Ginev a domain’s “research objects” 

seem to be the individual instances or the materials 

that are found in the laboratory or are the things 

being studied in a research program. In other words, 

research objects are the particular chemicals, even 

the individual sample, which a chemist uses in his 

work, or the particular plants which the biologist 

studies when studying the growth of wheat for ex-

ample, etc. In contrast to these specimens “theoreti-

cal objects…are not present at hand.” Rightly, it is 

recognized that they have a different status. Ginev 

goes on to explain that “the theoretical objects al-

ways already transcend the actual configurations of 



Discussion 

 239 

practices.” This fact leads Ginev to conclude rightly 

that there is a “ ‘content’ of these objects that cannot 

be exhibited by the models constituted by the con-

figurations in progress” (Ginev 2009, 382).  

What is this “content” and how does it arise? 

For Ginev there is no simple answer. What seems to 

concern him most is to explain that this admission of 

a “content” does not open the door to admitting “ 

‘cognitive essences’ which are…independent of the 

dynamics of practices of normal scientific research 

[and which] even determine this dynamics”. Re-

search practices, we are told, do not serve the func-

tion of “ ‘operationalizing’ theoretical objects” (Gi-

nev 2009a). The Platonism (and hence essentialism) 

of this rejected position is readily apparent.  

But clearly it is not enough to say what theoreti-

cal entities are not; one must say what they are, how 

they arise, and how they function. And so we need 

to follow Ginev’s account closely. Instead of being 

essentialist in character, “theoretical objects do not 

exist per se…” but have a “potential being.” This 

potential being stems from the fact that they can be 

identified “through the ongoing actualization of 

possibilities from the horizon of projected possibili-

ties” (2008, 234). Another way in which the poten-

tial character of these entities is described is in terms 

of having “both a ‘visible existence’ (actualized 

theoretical possibilities under certain experimental 

conditions) and ‘invisible existence’ (possibilities 

that might never be ‘appropriated by the configura-

tions of scientific practices)” (2009, 382). Again, 

science’s ‘theoretical objects’ have potential being 

because they “project its [science’s] existence upon 

possibilities” (2008, 236.). For Ginev this potential-

being claim about the nature and role of theoretical 

objects in science is the fundamental claim of cogni-

tive existentialism. 

Ginev explains the status of theoretical objects 

in more detail. Science’s theoretical objects are 

“predicated on a double status”—as “embedded in 

the hermeneutic fore-structure of scientific research 

and in the structure of a scientific domain” (2009, 

380). The latter claim is fairly obvious, for theoreti-

cal objects – here I would prefer “theoretical terms” 

– constitute the conceptual structure of every field of 

science. The first point is both more significant and 

more difficult. What is meant by the “hermeneutic 

fore-structure of scientific research?” Ginev states 

that theoretical objects are “‘partially’ present at 

hand and ready to hand in research practices.” His 

explanation of this status is that they exist “through 

various anticipations, expectations, and orientations” 

(2006, 137). Why theoretical objects are only “par-

tially” present at hand and ready to hand is not ex-

plained.  

A further clarification concerns the means by 

which theoretical objects are grasped. It is asserted 

that a transcendental reflection is required in order to 

grasp the status of these theoretical objects. The 

situation is parallel, according to Ginev, as reflection 

on the hermeneutic circle. The status of science’s 

theoretical objects is “revealed by the same tran-

scendental reflection that unfolds the hermeneutic 

circle between fore-structure of interpretation and 

explicit structure as the very circularity is mediated 

by the interrelated practices of normal scientific 

research” (2009, 383). This last claim is the heart of 

Ginev’s position. Through a transcendental reflec-

tion he believes it is possible to show that the prac-

tices mediate the relation between a scientist’s an-

ticipations, expectations, and orientations and the 

explicit structure, the theoretical objects, of his field 

of research.  

The result, according to Ginev, is a situated 

transcendence. Situated transcendence is not “em-

pirically given, but it conditions the empirical dy-

namics of scientific research” (2009, 383). Such 

reflection reveals the self-referentiality of scientific 

research, “that one understands oneself with respect 

to the possibilities…already projected in one’s prac-

tices” (2009, 384). Again, if I engage in scientific 

research “the choice and appropriation of possibili-

ties” are my actions, so have “reference to…[my] 

being-in-the-world” (2006, 51). Thus, “a structure of 

self-referentiality” coincides with the “structure of 

meaning constitution.” Because the same will be 

true for other researchers, self-referentiality is a 

“trans-subjective phenomenon,” because of the situ-

ated transcendence in which each finds oneself.  

Finally, for Ginev this way of treating self-

referentiality leads to a “double hermeneutics”—

“the process of interpretative constitution of mean-

ing on the level of the empirical dynamics of prac-

tices,” and the “moment of situated transcendence in 

this dynamics” (2008, 235). Opposing what he sees 

as an insurmountable dichotomy in Heidegger’s 

ontico-ontological difference, Ginev insists that 

there is no “autonomous transcendental-ontological 

knowledge.” The only adequate account is based on 

“contextual transcendental knowledge” (2009 a).  

 

II. About Theoretical Objects 

Ginev’s subtle and nuanced account invites 

thoughtful response. Two concerns dominate his 
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discussion: on the one hand, there is his concern 

with avoiding any hint of essentialism; on the other, 

contextualizing all constitution of meaning in prac-

tices is seen as the way to accomplish this goal. I 

find myself in agreement with Ginev’s goals. I agree 

that essentialism has many problems and must be 

rejected. And I also agree that the constitution of 

meaning must be contextualized. While agreeing 

with Ginev’s goals, I have reservations about his 

solution, for it appears to me that Ginev has not bro-

ken completely and cleanly with the basic assump-

tion in the essentialist account of knowing. While he 

rightly rejects the results of an essentialist view of 

knowing, rejecting the metaphysics, epistemology, 

and conception of objectivity found in this view, he 

fails to identify and critique the fundamental mis-

conception that is the source of the many problems 

in essentialism. As a result he remains caught in a 

number of issues that are found in the essentialist 

framework. What Ginev fails to critique are the es-

sentialist’s assumptions concerning the nature of 

knowing. This failure has multiple consequences, 

especially for his account of the status and role of 

theoretical objects. It appears to me that because 

Ginev fails to discover a more adequate account of 

knowing, he is forced to account for theoretical ob-

jects in science by focusing solely on practices. Or 

to put the point in another way, he insists that in his 

view the theoretical objects of scientific research 

have only an immanent transcendence, but he fails to 

show how this is not a kind of essentialism – in spite 

of protestations that his view is not essentialist. In 

short, in order to avoid essentialism – the view that 

in some way ideas exist apart from mind—he de-

scribes theoretical objects purely in relation to prac-

tices. In this section I will note some of the problems 

that it seems to me remain unsolved in Ginev’s ac-

count of science.  

Practices have a significant role in science, and 

so Ginev rightly focuses on them but nowhere does 

he indicate how practices give rise to theoretical 

objects. To say that theoretical objects arise in the 

context of practices is not enough. One wants to 

know why they arise in this context and how? The 

question cannot be avoided because clearly such 

objects are necessary to account for the generality of 

scientific knowledge. To put the point in another 

way, they are required to explain both understanding 

and interpretation, both that they are generated in a 

particular research situation and that they identify a 

range of possibilities that can be actualized in an 

indefinite number of other settings. It is awareness 

of these factors that lies behind Ginev’s affirmation 

that, unlike research objects, theoretical objects are 

not present at hand.  

A second question also relates to theoretical ob-

jects, but here the focus is on the fact that they go 

beyond “configurations of practices” (Ginev 2006, 

pp.75–92). When one reads that a theoretical object 

goes beyond configurations in progress, one imme-

diately suspects that a theoretical object is “an in-

variant theoretical object,” which is precisely what 

the essentialist claims. How is the situated transcen-

dence of these theoretical objects different from the 

essentialism that Ginev is opposing? If theoretical 

objects are not “present at hand” and in this way are 

different from research objects, and they “transcend 

the actual configurations of practices,” is this not 

exactly what the essentialist is also claiming? Ginev 

does not tell us how he avoids this conclusion. To 

say that they are discovered in the context of prac-

tices is not enough. Even Plato in the Meno asserts 

the same. Plato underscores the need for inquiry 

(86b), but insists that what is discovered is a form or 

idea that is known in a prior life. It is not enough to 

say, with Plato, that theoretical objects – forms or 

ideas, call them what you will – are discovered in 

the context of inquiry or research. It is necessary to 

explain how this occurs. 

Thirdly, scientists set themselves the goal of 

discovering something that is general, that is, of 

arriving at a result that is not limited to “configura-

tions in progress.” The goal is to arrive at a single 

formulation which will account for all similar cases. 

Consequently, the peculiarities of individual objects 

do not concern them. This explains the practice of 

selecting specimens for research which are, so far as 

possible, free from confounding factors. Thus the 

water used in research will not be from the local 

river, but distilled water, the chemicals 99.9% pure, 

the population surveyed selected with regard to spe-

cific criteria, etc. The rationale for this selection is 

that a researcher wishes to discover something that 

remains the same in all instances of the kind of thing 

being studied. To isolate such a factor requires ex-

cluding the peculiarities of particular cases, so far as 

this is possible. In scientific research one is inter-

ested in a particular specimen only in so far as it is 

representative of an indefinitely large range of in-

stances of the same thing. In other words, scientists 

are interested in finding a theoretical object that will 

account for an indefinite number of individuals. The 

significance of the theoretical object is that it can be 

used to identify an unlimited number of instances of 
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the same kind of thing, an indefinite number of pos-

sibilities in other words. The goal of reaching an 

object that identifies a class or set of things seems to 

be a fundamental part of all scientific work. Does 

this mean that scientists themselves are essentialists? 

Other than pointing to the context of practices, Gi-

nev does not clarify why this is not the case.  

A fourth concern is that the reflection on the 

status of science’s theoretical objects is like the 

problem of the hermeneutic circle. In a rather turgid 

sentence we are told that “the status of science’s 

theoretical objects has to be revealed by the same 

transcendental reflection that unfolds the hermeneu-

tic circle between the fore-structure of interpretation 

and explicit structure,” because “the very circularity 

is mediated by the interrelated practices of normal 

scientific research” (2009, 383). The key question is 

this: What is the meaning of “mediated?” The paral-

lel may be instructive, but now one faces dealing 

also with the problem of the hermeneutic circle.  

Finally, a more general comment. While Gi-

nev’s account of the constitution of meaning is nu-

anced, noting the changing configurations character-

istic of even normal science, and again the progres-

sive articulation or appropriation of possibilities, 

nevertheless one is left with the impression that this 

account of science is from an external point of view, 

an account of it as a phenomenon spread out in 

space and time, and in terms of results, rather than 

seen as arising though some inner dynamic found in 

each and every scientist, and whose shared questions 

are the basis for cooperation in a field. No doubt 

there are references to scientific research being a 

mode of being in the world of Dasein, many refer-

ences to “self-referentiality,” and even mention of 

“the interpretative nature of human beings” (Ginev 

2009a), but what this interpretative nature is and 

how it operates is not explored.  

 

III. An Alternative Account of Theoretical 

Objects 
Ginev asserts that theoretical objects arise in the 

context of practices. While true so far as it goes, this 

is not saying enough. It is more accurate to say that 

theoretical objects arise in the context of inquiry. To 

inquire is to ask a question, to ask what? or why? or 

how? Inquiry is an activity of an inquirer, of a sub-

ject; it is a mode of being of Dasein. Also, a question 

is a response to some experience, something which 

one has seen, heard, or noted in some way. The 

“ready-to-hand,” to borrow a phrase from Heideg-

ger, ceases to be just familiar, but also becomes 

strange, or puzzling. What was merely there as a 

familiar object is now “seen afresh” and recognized 

to have aspects or elements which have not previ-

ously been noted. In short, we begin to wonder, and 

if time and energy allow, inquiry follows. 

Beyond the genesis of inquiry, it should be 

added immediately that we never just question, but 

that our questions arise in a context. Certainly this is 

true with regard to the present discussion, scientific 

research. And so, it must be added immediately that 

we do not just inquire, but we inquire with certain 

presuppositions or expectations, what Bernard Lon-

ergan has called “heuristic structure” (1992, Chap. 2, 

“The Heuristic Structures of Empirical Method,” 

57–90). Modern science has a long tradition that is 

unified by such expectations. One illustration will 

suffice In the context of scientific research, we in-

vestigate only hypotheses which have some kind of 

sensible consequence which can be observed. 

Hence, a hypothesis which has no observable conse-

quence is excluded from science. In other words, if 

there is no way to test an idea or hypothesis, then it 

cannot be a part of empirical science, for there is no 

possible relevant research. To put the point in Gi-

nev’s language, there would be no empirical practice 

to relate to such a theoretical object. Hence, theo-

retical objects with no testable consequences are 

excluded from empirical science. A second, related 

point is that it is not sufficient for a hypothesis to 

have empirical consequences, but these conse-

quences must be confirmed in scientific research. 

Those whose consequences are not confirmed by 

observation are discarded (Cf. Lonergan, 95–96).  

The above two observations about theoretical 

objects illustrate the contextual nature of all theory. 

A theoretical object does not appear without prior 

conditions. There must be some event or thing, and a 

person who is alert enough to note, to identify, to 

attend to an aspect of familiar experience which she 

has not yet understood, wonder as Aristotle called it. 

So two conditions must be met for research to occur: 

without the experience or a thing there would be 

nothing to inquire about; and without the person 

being intellectually aware, being curious, the experi-

enced would simply remain a familiar object, some-

thing ready-to-hand.  

One might conclude from the reference to ex-

perience that practice is prior to theory, but this 

would be a mistake. Some kind of experience is 

prior, for without this there would be no occasion to 

begin to puzzle, to wonder, and it is wonder that is 

the genesis of the process of inquiry. And when we 
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wonder we naturally seek and try to discover, to 

grasp a possible correlation among the elements in 

the experience. And we follow up that possibility by 

formulating what we have discovered. Discovery 

leads to the formulation of hypotheses which are 

composed of theoretical objects. 

What is the goal of inquiry? One who inquires 

seeks to understand “something as something,” to 

grasp the already familiar in a new way. Or one 

might say, the goal is to give an alternative account 

of the thing that is already familiar. Thus a physicist 

gives an account of light not in terms of color but of 

wave length, etc. But to give an account one must 

articulate one’s grasp of some possibly relevant cor-

relation. And so it is that a hypothesis and theoreti-

cal objects generally are a response to inquiry. A 

hypothesis is generally the identification of some 

correlation that has the potential to be relevant or 

significant—significance and relevance being under-

stood in relation to the question that has been raised.  

This aspect of the matter needs some elabora-

tion. The significant is what is relevant, as opposed 

to what is incidental. And it should be added that 

significance is determined by the question that has 

been asked. For in any situation, there are multiple 

questions which might be asked, and depending on 

the question different aspects of the experienced 

object are relevant. To borrow an example from 

ordinary experience, by virtue of their habits and 

interests a logger and an ornithologist walking into a 

forest will observe very different things and so in-

quire very differently into what is present in the 

environment. Each will observe some elements and 

equally will ignore others. 

If it is true that a hypothesis is formulated only 

in the context of experience, the fact is that forma-

tion of a hypothesis (theoretical objects) is just one 

stage of the cognitional process. What a scientific 

researcher seeks is to determine whether the hy-

pothesis can be applied to all similar situations. This 

is what we mean by verification. It is assumed that 

the particularities of a situation, place and time for 

example, can be ignored. So, for example, whether I 

run a given test in Bowling Green or in New York is 

regarded as incidental, as irrelevant. Equally, 

whether I run the test or someone else is also inci-

dental, so long as both of us follow appropriate pro-

cedures. What each scientific researcher is seeking is 

to describe are the significant differences. And what 

constitutes a significant difference is determined by 

one’s hypothesis.  

Another element of theoretical objects as they 

are found in hypotheses must be highlighted. They 

are provisional. When one speaks only of “theoreti-

cal objects” this aspect is obscured, but the very 

term “hypothesis” indicates that its content is to be 

tested, that it is a provisional formulation needing to 

be confirmed by appeal to experience. Note that 

there is a double relationship. It has already been 

said that without experience, there would be no in-

quiry, and so prior to the formulation of a hypothesis 

some experience is required, and this experience 

rouses one to seek to understand. But now it must be 

added that formulating a hypothesis is also not 

enough. Reflection follows. A hypothesis is the for-

mulation of an insight; it is the grasp of some possi-

ble explanation. Reflection by contrast asks: “Is this 

what is going on?” – this referring to the content of 

the hypothesis. And how is this question answered? 

By a return to the data, by checking whether the 

hypothesis accounts for the data, or whether there 

remain relevant aspects unaccounted for. If there is a 

remainder, one revises. Only when all relevant as-

pects of the data have been accounted for does one 

affirm the hypothesis. Theoretical objects are ini-

tially hypotheses that, once formulated, require con-

firmation which is accomplished by a return to the 

data. 

Even this way of describing the provisional 

character of theoretical objects is not sufficient, for 

the process of checking whether one’s hypothesis is 

adequate is repetitive and progressive. No sooner 

has a researcher confirmed a correlation in a study, 

than she is likely, given the opportunity, to test the 

same hypothesis in a slightly different situation, 

varying the object or the procedure in some manner. 

Thus a method successful in one area may be ex-

tended to another, and even eliminate a long familiar 

approach to a problem, as Ginev illustrates from the 

study of the phenomenon of florescence (2009, 378–

380). In sum, a hypothesis may be adequate in a 

particular context, but the larger field in which it 

stands may come to be questioned, and even dis-

carded.  

Enough has been said, perhaps, to set forth the 

implications of this discussion for the discussion 

concerning the status of theoretical objects. (It seems 

more natural to speak of hypotheses, explanations, 

or correlations, but since Ginev formulates the prob-

lem in terms of theoretical objects, I will use this 

language here. Since hypotheses and explanations 

are combinations of theoretical objects, the relevant 

points can be made using either formulation.) A first 
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point to be made is that theoretical entities as they 

have been described are not essences in the sense 

that Ginev rejects—“something independent of the 

dynamics of practices of normal scientific research” 

(2009, 382). As noted they arise in the context of 

inquiry, are a result questioning. They are a product 

of a person thinking about something; they are ex-

perienced as a discovery, even it is recognized as a 

provisional discovery which will be open to revision 

or even reversal.  

The last point needs more elaboration. It is rec-

ognized in many, if not most, cases that a hypothe-

sis, even when confirmed, is provisional. Clarifica-

tion may be needed; more precision in measurement 

required; discovery of an unexpected complication 

may require reformulating what constitutes the rele-

vant factors, and in consequence a revision in one’s 

understanding of what dimensions of the object are 

relevant or irrelevant. Because of these kinds of 

issues, a field of inquiry develops and expands. 

Later researchers build on the work of earlier re-

searchers, and so gradually a body of knowledge 

results. 

The mention of cooperation among researches 

raises a new issue. Two points need to be made with 

regard to this development. Development results 

from collaboration and yet is advanced by individu-

als. The possibility for these two dimensions must be 

noted. Every hypothesis is an identification, or bet-

ter, specification of some set of conditions. Verifica-

tion of a hypothesis is a confirmation that the speci-

fied conditions are actually found in experience. 

Both formulation and verification are activities car-

ried out by researchers; they are products of the de-

velopment of understanding in individual persons – 

a mode of Dasein’s being in the world. How is it 

then that what is discovered is not a private posses-

sion? In so far as a hypothesis is a formulation of a 

certain way of understanding a situation, it is a 

specification of criteria for its being affirmed. Both 

the criteria and the conditions are open to others. 

The criteria are grasped by anyone who understands 

the hypothesis, for to understand a hypothesis or 

correlation consists precisely in grasping its empiri-

cal conditions. Secondly, for anyone with compe-

tence in the field, anyone familiar with the relevant 

practices, the conditions are available for inspection. 

Hence there is the possibility of grasping to what 

extent the predicted conditions actually pertain. 

While verification is a judgment which is a personal 

achievement accomplished by each and every re-

searcher, the result of such verification is open to 

every other person who grasps the meaning of the 

hypothesis and has occasion to examine the relevant 

experimental evidence.  

Implicit in the above account is an anti-

essentialist account of theoretical entities. There are 

a number of features of this account which are anti-

essentialist. First, according to this account theoreti-

cal objects are the product of inquiry. They are the 

result of a researcher responding to a particular ob-

ject or event by grasping some correlation that ap-

pears significant and then formulating what is sig-

nificant or relevant. So it is the product of a “think-

ing out,” an expression by a researcher about what is 

important or significant in an experience, or body of 

data, and by implication what can be ignored, be-

cause it is incidental to the inquiry at hand. Typi-

cally, as was noted, one thing which is incidental is 

the “here and now” character of each experimental 

object. What one is interested in is not that some X 

occurred at some place or time but some difference 

in what occurred at the particular place and time. To 

put the point in another way, a physicist studying the 

oxygen atom or a chemist studying water is not con-

cerned with the specific atoms or molecules selected 

for study, but only that the sample is free from impu-

rities. The incidental character of time and place 

makes it possible to generalize from a small experi-

mental base. In addition, it makes scientific collabo-

ration possible, since within limits, time and place 

are irrelevant. This account is a description of what 

Ginev calls “meaning constitution.” 

Theoretical objects are so significant, because 

once one has grasped a meaning, then every other 

situation which is the same in the relevant respects 

can be understood in the same way. No new insight 

and formulation is necessary, and after a few repeti-

tions, what we have previously understood soon 

becomes obvious and familiar. Once this is the case, 

typically we are able to attend to new matters. To 

illustrate, having learned letters, we can attend to 

words, and having mastered words we can focus on 

sentences, etc. It is also the basis for what Ginev 

characterizes as the everydayness of scientific re-

search. Yesterday’s discovery becomes today’s as-

sumption. 

Secondly, the provisional nature of theoretical 

objects has been noted. This point strikes directly 

against the essentialist conception of theoretical 

objects. If theoretical objects are a product of a per-

son “thinking out” in response to experience, then 

they are also merely a possibility, a thought which is 

being entertained by someone. The key aspect is that 
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inquiry does not stop here. It is not enough to come 

up with a theoretical object, the whole point of for-

mulating a hypothesis is to be able to test it. Testing 

or verification is a response to a different require-

ment of mind. Every idea or theoretical object or 

hypothesis must be confirmed. If not confirmed, it is 

only a possibility that may turn out to be “a bright 

idea,” speculation, a fiction, etc.  

One might say that the first stage of scientific 

inquiry results in the formulation of a theoretical 

object or hypothesis, an answer to the question 

what? why? or how? that can be tested. Answering 

this question is not the end of inquiry, but leads di-

rectly to a different concern, the critical question, Is 

it so? It here refers to one’s formulation, the content 

of one’s hypothesis. Verification is one name for this 

second question and resulting process. For it is a 

process, another kind of “thinking out.” If the first 

result of inquiring into experience is discovery of 

some correlation which is fixed by means of formu-

lating a hypothesis, then the result of having formu-

lated a hypothesis is that a new question arises: Is 

the proposed understanding, the hypothesis, correct? 

From trying to understand one moves to determining 

whether one’s understanding is correct. As naturally 

as experience gives rise to inquiry, so in inquiring 

we shift from trying to understand – What is it? – to 

answering the question, Is it so? For inquiring is a 

complex process, where we are not satisfied with 

acquiring some understanding but we also want to 

know whether our understanding is correct. 

How is this new question answered? Either by 

yes, or no, or by perhaps, possibly, probably, and the 

like. We have a large number of ways in which we 

indicate that no definitive answer is possible. What 

is going on in verification? To name the process is 

not enough, especially since so much puzzlement 

results from not being clear on this element of know-

ing. How do we answer the question, Is it so? In 

other words, when is it permissible to affirm a hy-

pothesis? Here it is relevant to begin by noting that a 

hypothesis arises as a result of some grasp, some 

insight, into a particular set of conditions. Hypothe-

ses have their origin in experience and in an inquir-

ing mind. A hypothesis is the formulation of what is 

significant in the experience, of some relevant corre-

lation in it, etc. Now, having formulated what is 

relevant, we turn to checking, by returning to the 

data to determine whether it is really so, whether the 

specified conditions are present in experience. 

(There is, of course, also the question whether the 

hypothesis has been formulated correctly, that is 

consistency in terminology, etc. In other words, 

logical concerns must also be met, but I am not go-

ing to elaborate on this aspect here.) 

 A hypothesis is a formulation of a set of condi-

tions. As already noted above, a hypothesis can be 

part of empirical science only if the conditions 

specified can be detected in some kind of experi-

mental setting. (The critical phase in knowing is 

equally apparent in everyday living, as when we 

question the claims of others: “You said such and 

such but are you sure it is so?”) 

Verification, then, consists of raising the critical 

question, Is it so? But what is the basis for an an-

swer? Recognizing that every hypothesis is a state-

ment of conditions supplies the clue to an answer. A 

hypothesis is a conditioned; it can be affirmed only 

if its conditions are fulfilled. And so it is that after 

having formulated our question, we answer the criti-

cal issue by returning to the data on which our hy-

pothesis was based. Formulate a hypothesis about 

water and one will return to water to determine 

whether the specified conditions are fulfilled. How, 

then, are we to understand the way in which the 

critical question, Is it so?, is answered? An initial 

observation is that we affirm and deny or express 

some modality of probability only after we have 

reflected. To reflect is to survey the data with regard 

to whether it reveals the conditions which are speci-

fied in the hypothesis which has been formulated. 

Negatively, reflection is not a new attempt at under-

standing, but rather a movement of mind in which 

one asks whether the conditions which have been 

specified are manifested in the relevant data. 

At one level this answer is correct, but at an-

other level it is so incomplete that it is likely to be 

misunderstood. A preliminary clarification is found 

by observing the actions of a researcher. After com-

ing to a conclusion that some specified conditions 

have been observed and all ambiguity removed, 

there is no further point to repeating the operation 

and to do so is even considered a sign of stupidity. 

Thus well-established findings in a field need not be 

repeated. Rather having satisfied ourselves on a par-

ticular point, we turn to a new issue. And so having 

discovered that salt can be analyzed into chemical 

elements, one might turn to apply a similar tech-

nique to another crystalline substance, etc. So it is 

that Galileo’s measurements of acceleration on an 

inclined plane could be extended to freely falling 

bodies, etc. And so after verifying a hypothesis in 

one instance, one may turn to replicate the results in 

a new situation or apply similar techniques to other 
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materials, etc. And so it is that individual judgments 

that flow from answering the critical question are 

not just individual occurrences, but stand in complex 

relationships to one another constituting what we 

call fields of knowledge.  

A more satisfactory account must explore some 

of the complexities flowing from various possible 

answers. Two possibilities exist – that the data con-

forms to expectations or that it does not. The second 

case is the easier one: if the conditions specified by 

the hypothesis are not found in the data, then the 

hypothesis is discarded. In the first case the response 

is more complex. In the simplest case a hypothesis 

relates to a limited body of data which can be in-

spected exhaustively, and then a conclusive answer 

can be given. Ask “Are you in your office?” and the 

answer requires only that one be aware of where one 

is. Admittedly, doubts could be raised about whether 

one is deluded, etc., but note that this would result 

from raising other questions and not really be an 

answer to the question in the context in which it was 

asked. 

There is, however, a more complex case that is 

typical of an affirmative answer to the critical ques-

tion – that only a part of all possible relevant data 

has been examined. Then, the affirmative answer 

brings one sequence in knowing to a conclusion, but 

inasmuch as additional data is available, the process 

can be repeated, indeed almost begs for new inquiry 

to be undertaken. And so it is that each individual 

judgment or verification stands in the context of 

others. The fact that each individual judgment stands 

in the context of many other judgments has impor-

tant implications, a few of which need to be men-

tioned here. In each field of knowledge the relation-

ships among judgments differs, and so here I will 

note only a couple of characteristics as found in the 

empirical sciences. 

In the empirical sciences the answer to one 

question assumes the answer to a multitude of previ-

ous questions. So complex previous ways of under-

standing a particular phenomenon are assumed and it 

is only to the extent that such understanding is as-

sumed to be correct that one can go on to make a 

new affirmation in the present context. For example, 

to talk about wave length, one needs to assume a 

theory and practice of measuring. A conclusion, 

then, may be affirmed as long as the assumed system 

of measurement is accepted, but in fact systems of 

measurement are subject to revision. New technol-

ogy may allow more precision or on the theoretical 

side a new theory may require correcting for what 

was before thought to be incidental. Enough has 

been said, perhaps, to make the point that an af-

firmative judgment with regard to a hypothesis may 

be regarded as merely probable, because in fact the 

hypothesis being considered stands in the context of 

a much larger set of conditions. So it is that even 

what is verified may be regarded as merely probable 

insofar as it is dependent on techniques and theories 

that are open to revision. 

Prof. Ginev has argued for the immanent tran-

scendence of theoretical objects. I have preferred to 

frame the discussion in terms of hypotheses, but 

since hypotheses are made up of theoretical objects, 

what applies to hypothesis is applies to theoretical 

objects. In the above analysis I have tried to elabo-

rate on “the immanent transcendence” of theoretical 

objects, for a theoretical object is a single content 

which has the potential to be applied to an unlimited 

number of instances. That potential range is often 

characterized as a horizon, or in classical language a 

universal, a single content which has the potential to 

be applied to an indefinite number of situations of a 

specified kind. Something more needs to be said 

with regard to how this account avoids falling into 

essentialism, but this is best treated in a separate 

section.  

 

IV Beyond Essentialism 

In the previous section I have given an alterna-

tive account of the “immanent transcendence” of 

theoretical objects, focusing on locating theoretical 

objects in the context of inquiry rather than in terms 

of practices. The implications of this shift have been 

only partially examined. Also, additional comment 

is needed to clarify some of the assumptions in this 

alternative account. Contrasting these assumptions 

with those embedded in essentialism will also aid in 

clarifying how this account differs from Ginev’s 

account where he does not break completely with 

essentialism.  

First, theory has been set in the context of in-

quiry rather than of practices, as Ginev prefers. 

Without doubt there is a close relationship between 

theoretical objects and practices. Ginev is right to 

note the “changing configurations of scientific prac-

tices” (2006, pp. 110–123). Practices gain their sig-

nificance in relation to one’s theoretical framework, 

and so their status depends on the theory which they 

exemplify. The co-dependence, as it is described, is 

certainly the case. But it is an asymmetrical relation-

ship. The theory gives significance to the data, but 

the data supplies the conditions so that the theory 
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may be affirmed. In this regard there is a kind of 

priority which accrues to theory, for theory specifies 

what becomes relevant and it is in relation to theory 

that the data of experience provide confirmation or 

disconfirmation, so that what was entertained as a 

hypothesis is either affirmed or denied.  

There is another role for experience, but it is 

prior to theory. Experience is a source of meaning. It 

is the material on which intelligence works or with 

which it works both so that questions arise and as 

that which is examined when one is questioning. 

Understanding is not a free creation, but rather theo-

retical entities or ideas are a response to the materi-

als supplied in experience. Since experience is 

variegated and variously significant in different re-

spects, different ranges of experience are relevant 

for different theories. (The opposite situation where 

idea is prior and instantiation of the idea follows is 

found in the work of an artist, who works to bring 

what was only a sketch or suggestion into existence.)  

This role of experience as source of meaning 

precedes and complements the other, and reveals 

that theory is both a response to experience and con-

firmed by experience—a double relationship exists. 

This fact supports the view that inquiry is a process, 

an ordered process, in which each of the parts must 

occur in the proper order. Without experience, the 

presence of data, there is nothing to understand; and 

experience alone is without understanding, like Aris-

totle’s man of experience who may act effectively, 

but is unable to explain. Similarly, understanding by 

itself is not enough, for by itself it is merely a possi-

bility, a possible correlation. What is desired is not 

just an idea, but the confirmation that what one has 

conceived is adequate to experience. So understand-

ing is naturally followed by reflecting and judging. 

Finally, as already noted, as human beings we attend 

to one thing at a time, and every judgment is a lim-

ited account of all that can be known, and so our 

single judgments stand with others both before and 

after and so coalesce into fields of inquiry.  

To focus on inquiry rather than practices in an 

account of theoretical objects is significant because 

it places them in a larger context, in the full sweep 

of our experience of knowing. It opens the door to a 

fuller exploration of the dynamic of our quest to 

understand. 

Another way to get at the differences between 

the above account of inquiry and cognitive existen-

tialism is to observe that Prof. Ginev is developing 

his philosophy of science in context of the program 

which Heidegger outlined in Being and Time. In this 

conception the ready-to-hand is objectified in the 

present-at-hand: through the process of interpreta-

tion meaning is constituted. For Heidegger there are 

three moments in this process. Ginev describes them 

in this way: there is “meaning we have in advance (a 

fore-having of possibilities), meaning we see in ad-

vance (a fore-sight of possibilities), and meaning we 

grasp in advance (a fore-conception of possibilities)” 

(Ginev 2009, 381). Each of these requires clarifica-

tion. 

“Interpretation,” writes Heidegger, “is grounded 

in something we have in advance—in a fore-having” 

(B&T 191). In elaboration Heidegger states that “the 

interpretation operates in Being towards a totality of 

involvements which is already understood” (ibid.). 

Fore-having appears to be an account of the ordi-

nary, everyday world that is familiar to us, the lived 

world, the world of common sense, however one 

wishes to identify it. The point is that there is given 

in experience that which can become a source of 

meaning; the empirical is something which poten-

tially can be understood. Since it is what precedes 

interpretation, it provides the materials about which 

an inquirer can come to question. It is another way 

of identifying experience as a source of meaning. 

Just as the response to inquiry is the formulation 

of some hypothesis (theoretical objects), so “inter-

pretation is said to be grounded in something we see 

in advance—in a fore-sight” (B&T 191). According 

to Heidegger, fore-sight “takes the first cut” out of 

what has been taken into our fore-having, and does 

so with a view to a definite way in which this can be 

interpreted (ibid.). What Heidegger seems to be de-

scribing here is the fact that when we inquire, we 

formulate our discoveries – that “towards which we 

set our sights ‘fore-sightedly’, becomes conceptu-

alizable” (191). Again there are notable similarities 

between Heidegger’s account and one focused on 

inquiry. All inquiry is, as I have noted, in terms of a 

particular question and so can be said to be “with a 

view to a definite way.” In addition, formulation is 

an identification of what is relevant, significant, or 

essential to the insight which has been gained; this is 

what is “conceptualizable.” However, if some as-

pects of experience are relevant, it is also the case 

that others are irrelevant, at least for the moment, in 

relation to the question which is being asked. In this 

way inquiry also “takes a first cut” out of what is 

present in the fore-having.  

In addition, this meaning is rightly said to be 

“something we see in advance,” for every theoretical 

object is an articulation of a content which is poten-
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tially found in an indefinitely large number, if not 

infinite number, of situations. The point is that once 

one has made an interpretation in one context – ex-

perimental setting, in the case of scientific research – 

the same understanding has the potential to be em-

ployed in other situations similar in the relevant 

ways. So it is that theoretical objects can be de-

scribed as something “seen in advance.” More pre-

cisely, their openness to repeated employment is cast 

into language which describes the range of possible 

instantiations as a horizon. The visual metaphor 

implicit in this account is satisfactory if it is under-

stood that what is being described is the fact that a 

single understanding, one theoretical object, has the 

potential to be employed in an indefinite range of 

instances. In other words, it is, as found in the mind, 

a universal.  

Finally, fore-conception is said to be “some-

thing we grasp in advance” (191). In clarification of 

this dimension of meaning constitution, Heidegger 

states that “the way in which the entity we are inter-

preting is to be conceived can be drawn from the 

entity itself, or the interpretation can force the entity 

into concepts to which it is opposed in its manner of 

Being” (191). Here, Heidegger’s account of the con-

stitution of meaning diverges significantly from the 

account of inquiry given above. No doubt Heidegger 

is right to observe that interpretation can be drawn 

from the entity itself or it can force an entity into 

concepts that are opposed to its being, but what the 

reader wants to know is this: how do I determine 

which one is occurring in each particular situation? 

Am I giving an account of what is present in fore-

having or am I misconstruing its nature? Heidegger 

is raising the critical question. This is clear from the 

fact that he speaks of the interpretation being de-

cided “either with finality or with reservations” – 

with certainty or merely some modality of probabil-

ity. On what basis are interpretations decided with 

finality or with reservations? Nothing is said at this 

point. What is lacking is any reference to reflective 

understanding and its product, judgment. 

Here lies the most significant difference be-

tween Heidegger and the account of inquiry 

sketched above. Without an account of the critical 

dimension of understanding one raises the issue of 

the hermeneutic circle and the issue appears insolu-

ble. Here it is not possible to do justice to this com-

plex issue, but an elaboration of the implications of 

the above account of inquiry can indicate where the 

solution lies. How do we know when we have ar-

rived at an interpretation which is “drawn from the 

entity itself” and is not “forcing an entity into con-

cepts opposed to its being?” The key is to realize the 

progressive nature of the process of learning. There 

is no doubt that my current understanding stands in 

relation to other concepts and supporting evidence, 

such that the part gains its meaning in the context of 

the whole and the whole gains its meaning from the 

parts. This mutual dependence or circularity, how-

ever, is not that of a closed or vicious circle. The 

reason is that individual judgments stand in the con-

text of other judgments based on related aspects of 

experience. Having examined one area of experi-

ence, the intellectually aware researcher will natu-

rally seek further evidence from other related ranges 

of experience. So long as the theory being employed 

is adequate to explain the new ranges of data, no 

revision is required; however, if some aspect of the 

data cannot be explained using the old theoretical 

framework, then a new account will be necessary. 

So it is that theoretical objects are progressively 

redefined even in the course of normal science, and 

a major shift in one’s scientific theory occurs when a 

new way of organizing the data in a field is the only 

way to account for all the data. Again, think of Gi-

nev’s account of the history of the study of flores-

cence serves as an example of the latter phenome-

non. In other words, the process of learning involves 

successive judgments, each of which stands in the 

context of others. In the case of empirical science all 

judgments remain provisional, because there will 

always be the possibility of additional data or new 

ways of grasping the data of experience. (For more 

details, see Lonergan’s analysis of probable judg-

ments, Insight, 324–329). 

Another implication of the account of reflective 

understanding and judgment relates to the gap that 

Ginev identifies between the ontical and the onto-

logical in Heidegger, roughly the results of special-

ized inquiry as opposed to being itself. According to 

the account of inquiry given above, scientific re-

search proceeds to answer the question, Is it so? An 

affirmative answer, yes, is an affirmation of being, 

not merely some entity; or if one prefers, the theo-

retical objects, things, or entities that are affirmed in 

science are a part or aspect of being. In so far as a 

scientific question is only one of a number of ways 

in which we can question our experience, the answer 

is limited to an expression of one dimension of be-

ing. Other questions asked in different ways with 

different criteria abound. One only need note our 

common, everyday way of dealing with particular 

things for a relevant example. And so it is that sci-
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ence is only one way of grasping what is, for other 

questions with different criteria are possible. Our 

desire to know, our capacity for inquiry, is not lim-

ited to scientific research; rather scientific research – 

admittedly an enormously influential question in 

modern and contemporary times – stands in the con-

text of the many questions that we human beings 

struggle with both individually and collectively. 

Indeed, all science ultimately has its source in eve-

ryday experiences and its discoveries result in appli-

cations which equally find their place in the every-

day world of common sense. 

As noted in the beginning, Ginev’s account of 

science is both subtle and detailed. The primary way 

in which the account of inquiry which has been out-

lined above differs from his view is in sketching the 

complexity of human knowing, that we proceed 

from asking what something is to reflecting on what 

we think we have discovered to determining whether 

it is so. As experience leads to discovery and is fol-

lowed by the formulation of understanding, so un-

derstanding leads to asking whether our understand-

ing is correct. Recognition that every hypothesis is a 

formulation of conditions, and every judgment an 

affirmation that the conditions specified in the hy-

pothesis are present in experience, clarifies the re-

spective roles of theory and data. To be a part of 

science, theoretical objects (terms) must have em-

pirical consequences; determining whether these 

consequences are actually present in experience is 

the task of reflection, the critical question. For every 

hypothesis is a formulation of conditions, and unless 

those conditions are found in experience, the hy-

pothesis cannot be affirmed. For Ginev the fore-

structure of interpretation and the explicit structure 

of science are “mediated by interrelated practices” 

(2006, pp. 135–144). While this account includes a 

reference to both theory and practice, it fails to ar-

ticulate the dynamic clearly. The contextual nature 

of theoretical objects is reflected in this account, but 

their provisional character is not recognized. The 

provisional nature of theoretical entities becomes 

clear only when one recognizes that beyond under-

standing, beyond grasping what is, there lies the 

further question, Is it so? Without this clarification, 

there is the tendency to regard theoretical objects as 

essences. With this clarification both their generality 

and their provisional status has been described. And 

so the tendency to essentialism has been accounted 

for and corrected.  

In addition, when the role of reflection and 

judgment are noted, then the problem of the herme-

neutic circle is replaced by the process of learning 

rooted in our desire to know all that beckons in ex-

perience. Experience rouses inquiry, and inquiry 

seeks understanding, and provisional understanding 

seeks confirmation, grounding of the understanding. 

And far from ending there, once satisfied on one 

point, we turn to inquire about a related issue or new 

data in experience which has the potential to call our 

hypotheses into question and so trigger the quest for 

a more adequate understanding. And so it is not 

appropriate to think of inquiry as a circle moving 

from experience to understanding and back to ex-

perience, but rather as an ever expanding quest for a 

better understanding grounded in ever greater ranges 

of data. In this framework essentialism is no longer a 

concern, for the provisional nature of all theoretical 

objects is clearly recognized and the generality of 

theoretical remains. The immanence and transcen-

dence of scientific thought are both recognized and 

accounted for. 
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