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Versions of externalism  

Hungarian contributions to the post-

positivist philosophy of science 

János Laki 

 

In the transformation process that has changed our understanding of 

science in the middle of the last century, a number of Hungarian émigrés 

(Karl Mannheim, Michael Polányi, Joseph Ben-David and Imre Lakatos) 

have played a considerable role. Though these philosophers and 

sociologists all worked in England (mainly at the LSE – where Mannheim 

and Lakatos taught and Ben-David studied) not all of them knew each 

other personally. Still, their outlook on science clearly displays some 

family resemblance. In what follows, I leave aside the reasons for this 

similarity and focus on one point exclusively: their views on the relation of 

science to its social context.  

 

 

Karl Mannheim’s ideas can serve as an ideal point of departure. Not 

because he is widely regarded as one of the founding fathers of the 

sociology of knowledge, rather since he was the first to touch on the 

problems discussed here. The following three questions seem relevant 

concerning his work and its relation to the other Hungarians: 

a) the tie between thinking and its social background; 

b) the significance of intellectual competition in forming theories; 

c) the insulation of (natural) science from society. 

All these questions surface in some form in the works of the Hungarians I 

discuss here, and similarly, all are somehow connected with Thomas Kuhn.  

Mannheim posited a strong link between knowledge and its existential 

background. Thought and perception alike are arranged into categories 

provided by the community of the knower: individuals think and perceive 

in the manner their group thinks and perceives thus cognition is a 

fundamentally collective endeavour. The collectives, their ways of life and 

mentalities are changing and different, hence the validity of their 

worldviews are necessarily restricted to historical epochs and cultures.  
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Mannheim has wrestled with the problem of the ensuing relativism all his 

life but could never solve this problem for good. Let me single out a 

promising one from among his attempts that points toward Michael 

Polányi and Thomas Kuhn. In an early, important lecture among the 

social processes that contribute to the formation of a mentality he 

mentioned a special one: intellectual competition. Each social group seeks 

to make its particular interpretation of the world the universal one. In the 

course of this competition each takes over intellectual elements it considers 

valuable from its opponents, hence: “the coexistence of rival schools of 

thought in itself tends to slough off whatever is extreme, one-sided and 

irrational in each of them” [1, p. 199]. The limited syntheses emerging in 

this way suggest the possibility of an overall synthesis in the long run. 

Unfortunately, Mannheim did not elaborate this promising idea.  

As a matter of fact, in the most sensitive field of natural science he could 

easily ignore the consequences of his perspectivism. Although he admitted 

that, like knowledge in general, the social sciences are value-laden and 

perspectival, his views remained quite positivist concerning the natural 

sciences. While he claimed that in history, politics, culture, social, and 

ordinary everyday thought it is the “whole man” who carries out the 

cognitive process, he insisted that the natural sciences are cultivated by an 

abstract “consciousness as such.” This pure intellect is independent from 

the “real factors” of life, not “determined existentially” so its results are not 

constrained by the particular perspective of the thinking subject. The 

natural sciences are ahistorical and universal. Moreover, Mannheim 

frequently referred to the empirical facts investigated by these sciences as 

objectively given and existing outside of the socially created frameworks 

of interpretation.  

Referring to the universal, ahistoric logic they are alleged to use, and on 

the objectivity of their empirical data, Mannheim proclaimed that natural 

sciences are exempt from external influence and are “largely detachable 

from the historical−social perspective of the investigator…” [5, p. 261]. 

The natural sciences, as opposed to all other forms of thinking, are 

objective, hence their theories do not have to be selected by intellectual 

competition. 

Significant differences of general conception notwithstanding, in this 

respect, Imre Lakatos definitely belongs together with Mannheim. He too 
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was convinced that objective justification is not to be mixed up with 

sociological analysis, the epistemic merits of scientific theories (research 

programmes) can and should be judged taking no notice of any social 

influence. Accordingly, he distinguished between “external” factors, 

playing some role in the genesis of scientific theories and “internal” ones 

deciding about acceptance or refusal of these theories.  

He envisaged his methodology of scientific research programmes as a 

mechanism that is able to decide rationally how long the scientists should 

stick to a programme and exactly when it is to be abandoned. Science is 

demarcated from non- or pseudo-science by being rational, i.e. being 

directed by logic (cf. [7, pp. 108 – 111]). Since “The products of 

knowledge can be appraised and compared on the basis of certain universal 

criteria” [7, p. 109], the objective superiority of one theory over its rivals 

can always be stated. The history of science is conceived accordingly. The 

internal history of science focuses on normative factors and explains the 

growth of objective knowledge, while as in the “weak program,” external 

influences gain an explanatory function only when it comes to an account 

of irrational beliefs and choices. 

Joseph Ben-David saw a strong correspondence between the complexity 

of the institutional background provided by the state and the 

prosperousness of science, but maintained that these conditions have no 

impact on the scientific concepts used and the theories endorsed. From the 

seventeenth century on it has become accepted in Europe that there are 

people who dedicate themselves to the systematic knowledge of nature and 

that pursuing this knowledge is a worthwhile activity in its own right. In 

the European societies “the scientist” as a self-standing social role with 

special obligations and opportunities belonging to it has come into being. 

The social establishment of such a “role” meant the acceptance of the 

scientist’s intellectual sovereignty and the construction of the appropriate 

institutions that guaranteed organizational autonomy for science. “The 

external influences are ephemeral and random” emphasized Ben-David, 

thus they can be a subject matter for history (that is dealing with one-time 

events) “but not for sociology which is interested in regular, ‘systematic’ 

relationships” [8, p. xxii]. 

The state cannot influence the cognitive content of theories but is able to 

promote an intensive scientific life by establishing universities and 
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research institutions and by encouraging the free competition among them. 

Thus, although Ben-David was a vigorous opponent of the sociology of 

knowledge, he clearly saw a definite connection between the scientific 

productivity and the social context of science. What he did not regard as a 

proper object of investigation for sociology was the connection between 

the cognitive activity and the internal social life of the scientific 

community.  

We can register a definite turn concerning this question in the work of 

Polányi. He enthusiastically agreed with the other Hungarians that science 

should be saved from external interference. Contrary to them, however, he 

did not entertain the illusion that choices and decisions in science can take 

place independent of any social influence and can be directed exclusively 

by ahistoric and universal methodological norms. The apparent 

contradiction disappears if we recall that Polányi articulated the meaning 

of the adjective “external.”  

The external effect he wanted to protect science from was the interference 

of the state, politics, economy etc. That is why he got involved in a long, 

heated argument with J. Bernal who advocated central planning and state-

direction of science. In the sense of refusing any non-scientific intervention 

Polányi was undoubtedly a resolute internalist. Epistemologically, 

however, this internalism was not equal to some individualistic empiricism 

and intellectualism. As a scientist himself, he knew from experience that 

scientific knowledge is produced in a collective process, i.e. over and 

above empirical data and theoretical inferences social interactions too play 

a significant role. Strictly speaking, such effects are external in comparison 

to the inner logic of ideas, nevetheless nevertheless, according to Polányi, 

they are to be considered “scientific.” In sum, he accepted a sort of 

externalism that, however, was a far cry from that of Bernal or that of the 

later “strong program.”  

In a sociological sense this externalism means the introduction of a middle 

ground into the discussion of science. In between the independent, 

individual scientists and the overall society or the state, Polányi inserted a 

third stratum: the scientific community as a separate social group with its 

own interactions and their influence on knowing. Thus, saving science 

from the state did not mean its complete separation from the social context, 

externalism is more sophisticated. Having described the scientific 
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community as an autonomous group, Polányi was able to connect social 

processes with the cognitive procedure of natural science without getting 

enmeshed into extreme relativism. On the one hand, he insisted that state-

intervention is forbidden, on the other he admitted that a free market-

mechanism within the scientific community contributes significantly to the 

formation of theories. This refinement in meaning allowed Polányi to 

introduce Mannheim’s and Ben-David’s ‘intellectual competition’ into the 

very process of production, assessment, acceptance or refusal of theories of 

natural science.  

The scientific community is a self-governing social group with values and 

traditions of its own, whose unity is created as a culture (cf. Polányi’s Self-

Government of Science). Speaking about “self-government,” “liberty” and 

“the republic of science,” Polányi distinguished “corporate” and 

“spontaneous order” and argued that scientific cooperation creates itself 

organically. Work is organised primarily by the task of knowing the truth 

(or, as Polányi, foreshadowing Kuhn’s famous metaphor, likes to put it: 

“piecing together the jigsaw puzzle”). 

Although, effectiveness demands “free discussion,” the scientific 

community is socially structured: the “senior scientists” act as “unofficial 

governors” (cf. Polányi’s The Autonomy of Science), thus fields of research 

and financial sources are distributed, work is kept under control, scientific 

standards are enforced. The self-coordinating character of science 

manifests itself in the adjustment of individual scientists’ research to 

initiatives, challenges, corrections, and critiques of others, and in the 

creation of agreement by mutual adjustment. Knowledge production is 

managed by an invisible hand: different individuals offer various 

contributions and freely adjust their research to their competitors’ 

initiatives. Consensus is formed according to the free market model, 

productivity is stimulated by competition. In a cognitive respect this means 

that one does not have to assume the existence of timeless rules and norms 

to ensure that the evaluation in science be based on scientific reasons. It is 

only, that the term ‘scientific’ no longer means “completely separated from 

the social.” The ideas scientists consider originate in social 

interconnections and so, compared to a strict internalism, are external, 

nevertheless, the intervention of the non-scientific sphere remains 

excluded.  
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Logic: formal and informal  

 

The transformation of the concept of externalism allowed a new 

interpretation of scientific rationality. This was all the more urgent as the 

historical philosophy of science had pointed out that the actual research did 

not observe strict methodological rules and was not directed simply by the 

rules of logic. Nevertheless, it would have been absurd to label science as a 

cognitively most successful enterprise irrational. The only solution left was 

to try and reinterpret the concept of rationality.  

As I see it, the 1965 London conference on the growth of knowledge (cf. 

[3]) was inspired partly by this challenge. The Popperians defended a 

traditional concept of rationality against what they took as an irrationalist 

attack by Kuhn. Lakatos, for instance, was of the opinion that whether one 

theory is superior to the other cannot be made a question of community 

consensus. There must be some definite, rational criteria, he claimed, 

though admitted that rationality is not “instant:” whether a research 

program is hopeless or it is just in a degenerative phase can only be 

ascertained in the long run. Generally, a research program is degenerating 

and to be abandoned when it has to reduce its scope or add ad hoc 

hypotheses in order to protect its hard core. Against such a program it is 

rational to choose its progressing rival that is able to increase its content, 

produces new predictions and relies on independent corroboration.  

Unfortunately, as Feyerabend was quick to point out, Lakatos was unable 

to define exactly at which point such a research program is to be actually 

given up. Due to the lack of such a criterion, he eventually had to resort to 

an external force, namely to a political decision about ceasing the finance. 

Thus, ironically, insisting on the old conception of rationality to ward off 

state-intervention, he ended up with having to ask for it. Given that, it 

seems unfair that Lakatos accuses Kuhn of being unable to give a rational 

account for paradigm change. 

Putting it in socio-political terms, Lakatos’ attempt to preserve at least a 

version of the objective methodology of science meant that universal 

reason and neutral experience prescribe for every individual scientist how 

to make rational decisions. If this works, the scientific community can be 

considered a democracy: there is a “statute law for rational appraisal which 



 

7 

 

 

can direct a lay jury in passing judgement” [7, p. 110]. Decisions are 

rational because they are produced by objective criteria and not because 

they are based on consensus. Lakatos contrasted his “democratist” solution 

with Kuhn’s consensus theory, claiming that the latter is “elitist,” and as 

such, entails irrationalism. Those who belong to the elite can go through 

some mystical conversion, but in lack of universal reasons they are unable 

to enlighten the average scientist, thus paradigm change cannot but be a 

bandwagon effect described by mob-psychology.  

The gist of Lakatos’ picture of rationality is: either we can rely on 

universal rules, or we stand helpless against the mob. The consequence of 

accepting this rigid alternative was that upon the breakdown of the first 

alternative he had no choice but to resort to political power. This failure 

was not simply a manifestation of the fact that scientific decisions cannot 

be explained without reference to external factors, but a sign that the 

traditional concept of rationality is inappropriate for describing scientific 

change.  

Exactly that was realized by Kuhn upon seeing that real science fails to live 

up to the ideal standards of scientific method. Being in agreement with 

Polányi concerning the external influences on science, he did not look 

upon this recognition as a disaster. He was able to envisage a conception of 

rationality that allowed him to avoid the deadlock Lakatos was trapped in. 

Like him, Kuhn too insisted that science is to be insulated from society at 

large, but admitted the cognitive significance of the social processes within 

the scientific community. Contrary to what is often attributed to him, he 

did not suggest that science is not governed by universal norms at all, 

rather he changed the status of these norms. Instead of being given by the 

abstract human reason, he conceived them as established organically like 

any other pattern of a culture: organised by a society around central values 

and handed down in practice.  

The dissimilarity of their views about the potential of the community may 

be rooted in different personal experiences. Being a refugee of a 

dictatorship, Lakatos did not trust the self-organising power of society and 

thus he saw the following dilemma: either we rely on naturally given 

norms or we are subject to power, propaganda and manipulation. Small 

wonder that he opted for the first. For the same reason, since he read Kuhn 

as denying the existence of universal standards he had to conclude that “If 
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even in science there is no other way of judging a theory but by assessing 

the number, faith and vocal energy of its supporters, this must be even 

more so in the social sciences: truth lies in power” [2, p. 93]. That is why 

he accused Kuhn of attacking our “central intellectual values” [2], and it is 

for the same reason that Popper called Kuhn’s idea “a danger to science 

and, indeed, to our civilization” [4, p. 53]. Both of them remained blind to 

Kuhn’s denial that “in the sciences might makes right,” and to his 

insistence that such revolutions would not be scientific.  

Since he identified “external” with “state-controlled,” Lakatos could not 

accept any social interference with scientific change. In Kuhn’s (and 

Polányi’s) opinion the rationality of the choices and decisions are ensured 

by social mechanisms, like consensus being formed by free market 

mechanisms and mutual adjustment. This conception of rationality permits 

him to admit informal logic and rhetoric as means of argumentation. 

Belonging to the same culture, all scientists are dedicated to the same set of 

values, thus they marshal the resources of persuasion. In the absence of a 

common premise, all the parties in a scientific debate can refer to these 

meta-level values, thus controversies about paradigms can be conducted in 

terms of dialectic and rhetoric.  

Rhetoric uses argumentative means of persuasion and if these arguments 

are well constructed they are able to convince those they are addressed to: 

neither logical enforcement nor arbitrariness is in question. The criteria 

used “function not as rules, which determine choice, but as values, which 

influence it” [6, p. 331], still, the scientists are able to compare the 

solutions offered, and scientific change, though not based on proofs, has 

nothing to do with mob psychology, manipulation or power. Decisions are 

formed in an intellectual competition in which all parties present the 

advantages of their proposals and try to convince the others. There is no 

need to define an exact point of no return at which rational scientists have 

to abandon a theory. That is why Kuhn speaks about persuasive arguments 

permitted by the common values and aims of people belonging to the 

community of scientists. 
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