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ABSTRACT


Pelling’s (2004) triadic epistemological framework is applied to Hempel’s (1945) “Purple Cow” Paradox: the paradox is resolved by clarifying the linguistic sleight-of-hand between patterns and theories implicit in the flawed concept of universal (i.e. atemporal) Laws.





INTRODUCTION


Professor Carl Hempel proposed the following contentious sequence:


Law (L-1a)		"All ravens are black"


Inferred Law (I-2a)	“All non-black objects are not ravens”


Observation (O-3a)	“Look, there’s a non-black object - a purple cow”


Confirmation (C-4a)	“O-3a must weakly confirm I-2a”


Confirmation (C-5a)	“C-4a must weakly confirm L-1a”





So… his claim was that observing a purple cow weakly confirms that all ravens are black.





However, this can then be developed further, by inverting the initially suggested law‘s colour:-


Law (L-1b)		"All ravens are white"


Inferred Law (I-2b)	“All non-white objects are not ravens”


Observation (O-3b)	“Look, there’s a non-white object - a purple cow”


Confirmation (C-4b)	“O-3b must weakly confirm I-2b”


Confirmation (C-5b)	“C-4b must weakly confirm L-1b”





Therefore, Hempel similarly claimed that observing a purple cow weakly confirms that all ravens are white. But how can observing a purple cow weakly confirm both that all ravens are white and that all ravens are black? This, in extremis, is Hempel’s Paradox.





Many great thinkers have offered their insights on this (Quine, Popper, and Carnap, to name but three). However, for the greatest part, it seems fair to say that the various “resolutions” suggested seem just as perplexing as the paradox itself (and occasionally more so).





Pelling’s (2004) triadic epistemological framework is claimed to be effective at unravelling epistemological and linguistic knots (in both philosophical and practical contexts). The idea behind this paper is to test this claim by applying the framework to Hempel‘s Paradox, and (hopefully) to throw some light on the workings of both.





THE TRIADIC EPISTEMOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK


Lately, the phrase “epistemology” has become somewhat diluted: rather than philosophically looking for the root of all knowledge (capital-E Epistemology), researchers have instead moved towards looking for the root of particular fields of knowledge (lower-case-e epistemology or epistemologies), which Susan Haack (2000) caricatured as symptoms of “a tribalism preoccupied with ‘our (local, parochial) epistemic practices’” (p.235). How can multiple epistemologies (such as sociological, scientific, or even postmodern) be reconciled into an overall Epistemology?





One answer comes from recent Knowledge Management papers that propose epistemological frameworks, within which pluralist epistemologies (which might actually be closer to Lyotard’s idea of “discourses“) can be situated, rendered, explained and described - such frameworks can be thought of as a modern form of (capital-E) Epistemology. Pelling’s (2004) triadic framework (see Figure 1) should therefore be understood as a diagrammatic Epistemology in this new tradition, applicable to sentences, texts, discourses, and perhaps even ideologies.
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Figure 1: Pelling’s (2004) Triadic Epistemological Framework





Though somewhat daunting at first sight, what this framework is claiming is this: that, purely from considering the three different types of tensed uncertainty, we can identify three quite separate temporal problem domains. Knowledge, then, is the name we give to the means by which we transform between temporal problem domains.





The framework claims that any piece of knowledge can be accurately categorised (into one of the six [green] knowledge-types), and that this categorisation points to what kind of problem-transformation is going on (behind the scenes). If a proposition can not be placed into this tensed framework, the framework asserts that it is false knowledge, and can only be made useful by being decomposed and re-expressed in a tensed form.





One other interesting aspect of this diagram is that, as it is based purely on the interplay between tensed time and possibility, it generates rigorous functional definitions for each of the terms used. This means that each of the terms used (like “prediction“, and “justification“) has a very specific meaning - for example, “justification” here means “justification for a decision” (ie, basing a decision on a prediction), quite different from classical philosophical notion of “justification“. Also, the process of “abduction” (ie abductive reasoning) is as proposed by Charles S. Pierce.





HEMPEL’S PARADOX, LINE BY LINE


Let us now apply the framework’s principles to Hempel’s Paradox line by line in order to restate it more clearly, and see what the framework suggests might help unravel its knot(s).





Line 1


Law (L-1a)		"All ravens are black"





This is exactly the type of universalistic present-tense proposition which the new framework says is false knowledge - more accurately, it asserts that it is an argument composed of multiple interconnected pieces of tensed knowledge. “Knowledge”, according to the framework, is that which helps to resolve one of the three kinds of tensed uncertainty. Disentangling the first line‘s “Law” into its component tenses should help make this clear:-


	


Pattern (P-1a)	“All ravens observed in the past were black”


Theory (T-1a)	“All ravens observed in the future will be black”





According to the triadic framework, P-1a and T-1a are separate pieces of tensed knowledge, each supporting the other. The Law “all ravens are black” can therefore be thought of as an argument constructed from the mutual (coherentist) support of pattern and theory.





Line 2


Inferred Law (I-2a)	“All non-black objects are not ravens”





This, too, is proposed as a universalistic Law, and hence does not help to manage any particular kind of uncertainty (and so is false knowledge). For it to become true knowledge, the framework says, we must (again) re-express it in its component tensed forms:-





Pattern (P-2a)	“All non-black objects observed in the past were not ravens”


Theory (T-2a)	“All non-black objects observed in the future will not be ravens”





Line 3


Observation (O-3a)	“Look, there’s a non-black object - a purple cow”





This is a present-tense statement of existence - insofar as it makes no universal claims, this is true knowledge (though note that the reliability of the knowledge is a matter for the people involved, and hence lies beyond the framework’s boundaries).





We are now confronted with a present-tense problem evaluation - “what do we make of this purple cow?” However, as this refers to an aspect of an actual thing (a symptom) and not to a suggested possible event (a scenario), we can only treat it as the former. As such, it is a newly produced piece of knowledge, acting as the means by which a present-tense (evaluation-centric) problem can be transformed into a past-tense (behaviour-centric) problem.





Symptom (S-3a)	“Look, there’s a non-black object - a purple cow”





Line 4


Confirmation (C-4a)	“O-3a must weakly confirm I-2a”





Von Krogh & Roos (1995) talk about knowledge in terms of its introducing perturbations to autopoietic systems (pp.38-39): this is the kind of process to which Hempel alludes when he talks about a Law’s being weakly confirmed by an observation.





What is happening in this step? Figure 1 suggests that the symptom feeds into the pattern (one might equally call it a “model“), but also that the theory is held constant while this is done. The knowledge produced by this step is therefore also a (weakly strengthened) pattern.





Pattern (P-4a)	“All non-black objects observed in the past were (still) not ravens”





Line 5


Confirmation (C-5a)	“C-4a must weakly confirm L-1a”





Hempel’s final step is to confirm (weakly) that all ravens are black: however, what is being confirmed is the pattern (ie, the evidential model) that all ravens are black, rather than the theory (ie, the abstract principle) that all ravens are black.





Pattern (P-5a)	“All ravens observed in the past were (still) black”





What is most important is that all these steps have not affected T-1a (the theory that all ravens are black). The paradox therefore can be seen to arise from an epistemological confusion (within the universalistic concept of “Law“) between theory and evidential pattern.





CONCLUSION


Hempel’s Paradox hinges on the consequences arising from trying to use universal Laws - that is, what happens when we treat a proposition if it was able to help resolve past uncertainties (what did happen?), present uncertainties (what should I do now?) and future uncertainties (what’s going to happen?) simultaneously.





Pelling’s triadic epistemological framework strongly asserts that Laws (ie, allegedly universal knowledge) are false knowledge, and are only practically useful if reducible to tensed forms. For Hempel’s Paradox, this demonstrates that observing a purple cow weakly confirms the pattern that all ravens in the past were black, but does not affect the theory that all ravens in the future will be black - thus neatly unravelling the knot.
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