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T h e Theoro-centr i c  B ias : 

Ph i losoph y o f  Scienc e a n d Cogni t iv e Scienc e 

Todd N. Davis 
E)q)aTtinen t  o f  Philosoph y 

Duk e Universit y 

Durham ,  N C 2770 5 
d a v i s @ h r l . h a r v a r d . e d u 

E p i s t e m o l o g y a n d Scient i f i c  P r a c t i c e 

Some imp<Hlant conteiiq»rary theories of cognitive and 
conceptua l  developmen t  hav e bee n deepl y influence d b y 
I ^ o s o p h y o f  science .  Unfortunately ,  thi s influenc e ha s 
bee n almos t  completel y fro m philosoph y o f  sdaip e tha t 
makes sdentifi c  theor y see m mor e unifie d tha t  i t  is .  Whil e 
Hacking ,  a  criti c  o f  thi s tradition ,  i s  sometime s dted ,  th e 
lesson s o f  hi s critiqu e o f  suc h "theoro-centrism "  see m t o 
hav e eithe r  bee n ignore d o r  missed .  I t  i s  th e tas k o f  th e wor k 
rqx>ite d her e t o color e som e o f  th e effect s th e influenc e o f 
theoro-centris m ha s ha d o n cognitiv e science .  Th e focu s o f 
thi s woi k i s o n thos e cognitiv e theorie s whic h hol d tha t 
ther e i s a  stron g analog y an d ontinuit y betwee n scientifi c 
and intuitiv e theories . 

Traditiona l  philosoph y o f  scienc e wa s draninate d b y a 
limite d imag e o f  sdentifl c  theory .  Thi s imag e wa s th e resul t 
erf *  construin g sdentifl c  theor y a s a n epistemologica l  object , 
tha t  is .  makin g sdentifl c  practic e fi t  int o a  pregive n 
normativ e epistemologica l  nidie .  I n orde r  t o d o this , 
traditiona l  philosoph y o f  sdenc e interprete d sdentifl c 
theorie s i n abstractio n fro m actua l  theoretica l  an d 
expoimenta l  practic e i n sdenc e an d create d th e ide a o f  a 
theor y a s a  relativel y autonomou s vehid e o f  inference .  B y 
paddn g int o thi s notio n o f  a  theor y m a n y importantl y 
differen t  activitie s an d form s o f  representation ,  bot h differen t 
senses/level s o f  "theory "  an d differen t  theoretica l  practices . 
"tbeoro-cenuic "  philosoph y o f  sdenc e interprete d sdentifl c 
theorie s a s dosed ,  self-containe d unit s an d ascribe d t o the m 
th e powe r  rf  prediction ,  explanation ,  description ,  etc . 

Recently ,  som e philosopher s o f  sdenc e hav e begu n t o 
explor e a  differen t  approac h t o understandin g sdence . 
Eschewin g th e traditionalist' s  ide a tha t  sdentifl c  practic e 
neede d t o b e reamstructed  accordin g t o som e prio r  se t  o f 
epistemologica l  canon s an d se t  o f  epistemi c tools ,  the y hav e 
focuse d o n sdentifl c  practic e itself .  W h e n suc h "practice -
centered "  friiilosopher s examin e wha t  ar e calle d sdentifl c 
theories ,  the y An d tha t  th e crdinar y ter m "theory "  i n sdenc e 
cover s a  heterogeneou s assortmen t  o f  practices ,  fro m th e us e 
of  abstrac t  guidin g metaphor s t o particula r  {diysica l 
analogies .  The y als o not e th e way s i n whic h mor e 
speculativ e practices ,  t o borro w Hacking' s term ,  ar e 
embedded i n other .  les s narrowl y "theoretical "  practice s suc h 
as model-building ,  ide^zation ,  etc .  Hackin g (1983 .  1992 ) 
and Cartwrigh t  (1995) .  fe w examine ,  sho w tha t  i t  i s  thi s 
ensembl e o f  practice s tha t  allo w u s t o d o th e thing s wtncf a 
daditiona l  "theoro-centric "  philosc^h y o f  sdenc e ascribe d t o 
a singl e categor y o r  entity ,  "theory" . 

Scient i f i c a n d In tu i t i v e T h e o r i e s 

Gopnik and Wellman (1994) represent well the adoption of 
theoro-centris m i n cognitiv e sdence .  The y explor e an d 
defen d th e "theor y theory" ,  i.e. .  th e theor y tha t  th e 
devdoinnai t  o f  diildren' s soda l  an d psychologica l 
competenc e i s bes t  ex{Jaine d b y change s i n a n intuitiv e 
theor y o f  min d possesse d b y diildrea .  The y argu e tha t  sud i 
intuitiv e theorie s ar e th e same ,  i n cruda l  respects ,  a s 
sdentifl c  theorie s a s th e latte r  hav e bee n understoo d i n 
(theoro-centric )  philosoph y o f  sdence .  Thu s th e notio n o f  a 
"theory "  i s  move d fro m a n epistemologica l  rol e t o a 
hypothetica l  one .  The y postulat e intuitiv e theorie s i n orde r 
t o explai n suc h phenomen a a s resistanc e t o counterevidenc e 
and pattern s o f  explanatic » an d prediction .  Th e proble m i s 
that ,  accotxiin g t o practice-centere d philosoph y o f  sdence . 
ther e i s n o on e leve l  o f  theor y cm-  typ e o f  theoretica l  practic e 
tha t  explain s al l  o f  tha t  i n sdence .  1  argu e tha t  th e appea l  t o 
a unifle d notio n o f  "theory "  i n cognitiv e sdenc e seem s n o 
mor e promising . 

My ccoce m i s tha t  th e us e o f  theoro-centri c philosoph y 
of  sdenc e i n cognitiv e sdenc e ha s produce d explanation s 
tha t  cove r  ove r  phenomen a tha t  nee d bette r  explanation s an d 
theoretic ^  option s tha t  coul d provid e them .  T h n e ar e otho -
ways t o explai n h o w prio r  conceptualization s affec t  curren t 
and futur e ones ,  th e psydiologic ^  aspect s o f  sdentifl c  an d 
naiv e theor y us e an d change ,  o r  th e sens e i n whid i  th e 
analog y betwee n diildre n an d scientist s migh t  b e useful . 
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