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HISTORICISM  

AND CROSS-CULTURE 
COMPARISON
James W. McAllister

1 Thought experiment: what, where, how

This chapter looks at three issues. It investigates the identity conditions of thought exper-
iment: under which conditions does a methodological device count as thought experiment 
and when should we regard a device as something else, even if it resembles thought exper-
iment? Second, it inquires where and when thought experiment is practised: in which 
philosophical and scientific discourses does the practice of thought experiment occur? 
Third, it considers the conditions under which thought experiment carries weight: in 
which contexts and on which presuppositions does thought experiment acquire evidential 
significance, and where is it evidentially inert? The aim is to problematize the category of 
thought experiment and its application in different historical and cultural contexts.

Let us start with the third issue. Evidential significance is the power of a methodological 
device to decide – conclusively or tentatively, on its own or with other factors – controver-
sies in evidence-based discourses, such as philosophy and science. When a controversy arises 
in such a discourse, members attempt to resolve it by adducing factors that have evidential 
significance. This works straightforwardly when the same factors have evidential significance 
for all participants; in other cases, participants will differ about the evidential significance of 
factors as well as about the resolution of the controversy.

Which factors have evidential significance in philosophy and science, and how do 
they come to have it? There are two main ways of tackling this question. On a logicist 
approach, factors have or lack evidential significance intrinsically. This means that a  
factor – whether this is divination, intuition, mathematical proof or experiment – has or 
lacks evidential significance as a matter of objective, timeless fact, irrespective of intel-
lectual and cultural context. If some participant does not accept the persuasiveness of a 
factor that has evidential significance, on this view, the sole possible explanation is that 
he or she is mistaken.

On a historicist approach, by contrast, evidential significance is a historical attainment: 
a factor has or lacks evidential significance not intrinsically, but only by virtue of certain 
assumptions and in certain contexts. A particular factor acquires evidential significance 
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at a historical time by the efforts of members of a discourse: members of other discourses, 
who do not subscribe to the relevant assumptions, may legitimately deny it evidential 
significance.

2 Learning from experiment

To illustrate the logicist and historicist approaches to evidential significance, let us con-
sider concrete experiment in science. Many writers take the logicist approach, portraying 
experiment as having evidential significance intrinsically. For example, Allan Franklin 
and Slobodan Perović (2015) write, “Physics, and natural science in general, ... provides us 
with knowledge of the physical world, and it is experiment that provides the evidence that 
grounds this knowledge.” This simple statement encapsulates the view that experiment has 
evidential significance self-evidently, in all contexts and historical periods, and irrespec-
tive of background assumptions.

The historicist approach, by contrast, holds that experiment has evidential significance 
only under assumptions such as the following: the object of scientific knowledge is regu-
larities that underlie appearances, rather than nature in its full variety, and occurrences 
produced by human intervention in the unnatural and isolated setting of the laboratory are 
a trustworthy guide to these regularities. These assumptions are neither self-evidently true 
nor universally endorsed. This means that experiment has evidential significance only in 
certain contexts and historical periods.

History and social studies of science provide support for this view. First, science in dif-
ferent disciplines and historical periods has been practised in different epistemic genres or 
regimes, sometimes called “styles” or “ways of knowing” (Crombie 1994; Pickstone 2000; 
Kwa 2011). In some of these, such as John V. Pickstone’s “natural history,” experiment 
has carried no weight. More specifically, experiment gained evidential significance in 
European natural philosophy in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries thanks 
to the persuasive efforts of some practitioners and against the objections of others (Shapin 
and Schaffer 1985, 3–21; Dear 2009, 127–44; Anstey 2014). Indeed, some seventeenth- 
century English writers called their new science “experimental philosophy” to distinguish 
it from earlier practices, which did not rely on experiment (Anstey 2005).

The logicist and historicist views have implications also for two further questions: what 
counts as experiment, and where and when is experiment practised? Because logicists 
believe that experiment has evidential significance irrespective of context, they expect all 
inquirers to use it, and they are quick to categorize empirical trials throughout history as 
instances of experiment.

On the historicist view, by contrast, experiment is a particular form of empirical trial, 
underpinned by assumptions that attribute evidential significance to it. If an empirical trial 
in history does not belong to a discourse that endorses these assumptions, it does not count 
as an instance of experiment, even if it resembles experiment in involving manipulation or 
control. This means that we will find experiment only in specific cultural contexts, histori-
cal periods, and branches of science.

For an illustration, let us look at the debate on ancient Greek science. Most histori-
ans have accepted the logicist assumption that experiment had evidential significance as 
much for ancient Greeks as for present-day natural scientists. They have argued only about 
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whether the ancient Greeks used experiment a lot, in which case their science was good, 
or a little, in which case it was poor (Lloyd 1991, 70).

A historicist view offers, I believe, a more sensitive reconstruction. The ancient Greeks 
did not share the systematic and elaborate epistemological and methodological assump-
tions that, from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries onwards, have attributed eviden-
tial significance to what we call “experiment.” It is implausible that the ancient Greeks 
engaged in a practice that lacked evidential significance for them. We should therefore 
conclude that, whereas the ancient Greeks carried out empirical trials sporadically, these 
did not amount to a practice and culture of experimentation. In short, the ancient Greeks 
did not do experiment. This finding does not disqualify their science, of course: they may 
still have practised good science in a distinct style, attributing evidential significance to 
empirical procedures other than experiment.

As Edward Grant has concluded, “Science in the late ancient and medieval periods  
was ... radically different from modern science. Although some interesting experiments 
were carried out, they were relatively rare occurrences and certainly did not constitute 
a recognized aspect of scientific activity ... The experimental method did not yet exist” 
(Grant 2004, 24) – though a more generic term than “experiments,” such as “empirical 
trials,” in the second sentence might have better served his point.

3 How thought experiment gained evidential significance

I have advocated extending the historicist view of evidential significance to thought 
experiment. On this view, thought experiment has evidential significance not intrinsi-
cally, but only by virtue of certain metaphysical and epistemological assumptions. This 
opens new questions about the practice of thought experiment. The first is, when and how 
did thought experiment acquire evidential significance?

I have suggested that thought experiment acquired evidential significance in European 
philosophy and science in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in the same histori-
cal process that attributed evidential significance to concrete experiment (see McAllister 
1996, 2004, 2005 for details and references). Let us follow this development in the work of 
Galileo Galilei, one of the pioneers of thought experiment.

Aristotelian natural philosophy was largely a programme to gain knowledge about 
nature as it naturally manifested itself – in its full variety and without human intervention. Its 
preferred source of empirical evidence was, correspondingly, observation of natural occur-
rences. Inspired by Pythagoreanism and Platonism, by contrast, Galileo came to believe 
that nature partly revealed – and partly masked – structures that characterized the world 
more deeply than natural occurrences did and that scientific knowledge was knowledge of 
these underlying structures rather than of natural occurrences.

Galileo conjectured that every natural occurrence was the resultant of one or more 
phenomena and a great number of accidents. Phenomena were universal and stable modes 
in which physical reality was articulated and accounted for the underlying uniformities 
of the world. Accidents, by contrast, were local, variable, and irreproducible, and were 
responsible for the great variability of natural occurrences. Mechanics, for Galileo, aimed 
to identify phenomena and describe them in laws of nature: no scientific knowledge of 
accidents was possible in his view.
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What sources of evidence could Galileo use? Since natural occurrences reflected to 
a large degree the influence of accidents, they failed to support Galileo’s laws. Galileo 
therefore proposed to withdraw evidential significance in mechanics from observations 
of natural occurrences, and to vest it in new sources of evidence that, he believed, better 
revealed phenomena. These were occurrences in which the influence of accidents was kept 
as small as possible, allowing the underlying phenomenon to show through more clearly. 
Any such occurrence, of course, would have to be produced artificially, by reducing the 
magnitude of irregularities and perturbations in the apparatus used. Galileo called such a 
contrived occurrence “experiment.”

In some cases, this strategy yielded the desired result. As Galileo would have said, his 
experiments produced occurrences that were determined to only a small degree by acci-
dents, and therefore displayed the properties of a phenomenon. In other cases, however, 
it proved impossible to reduce the influence of accidents sufficiently to exhibit a phe-
nomenon clearly. Distinct performances of an experiment in these cases yielded different 
outcomes, indicating that accidents had substantially determined the occurrences. Galileo 
was aware that, in these cases, no concrete experiment that he could perform would con-
vincingly establish a law of nature.

Galileo devised thought experiment, I have suggested, as a source of evidence about 
phenomena where all feasible concrete experiment exhibited this shortcoming. Thought 
experiment represented a continuation of the process of reducing accidents until the 
entire, imperfect physical apparatus had been eliminated. With the abstract experimental 
apparatus that remained, Galileo could at last be certain that accidents no longer masked 
the phenomenon. This explains why Galileo, in the case of some phenomena, withdrew 
from the sphere of sense data and sought knowledge about the world in thought experi-
ment rather than in concrete experiment.

In summary, I have claimed that thought experiment gained evidential significance 
in Galileo’s work by virtue of the following assumptions: science aims at identifying and 
describing “phenomena,” or universal and stable modes in which the world is articulated; 
natural occurrences – and in some cases even concrete experiments – display phenomena 
only imperfectly; and pure thought can grasp phenomena where concrete experiment fails. 
In domains and styles of science that take these assumptions to hold, thought experiment 
acquires evidential significance: it makes sense to seek to establish and undermine claims 
by thought experiment. Where these assumptions are not endorsed, thought experiment 
is evidentially inert.

4 Logicist view of thought experiment

Most writers about thought experiment, by contrast, take a logicist view of evidential 
significance: they think that thought experiment has evidential significance intrinsically. 
They think that everyone in the history of science was bound to recognize thought experi-
ment as persuasive.

For example, James Robert Brown, who holds that thought experiment yields a pri-
ori knowledge of laws of nature, has written that Galileo’s thought experiment on free 
fall self-evidently discredited Aristotle’s account and established that the rate of fall of 
bodies was independent of their weight (J. R. Brown 2011, 99–100). John D. Norton, 
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who thinks that thought experiment is argument with picturesque premises, has agreed 
that Aristotelian natural philosophers must have accepted Galileo’s thought experiment 
as a source of evidence, especially since, he has claimed, “Thought experiments appear 
throughout Aristotle’s corpus” (Norton 2004, 1149).

Historical evidence casts doubt on this view, however. Galileo’s Aristotelian interlocu-
tors did not share Galileo’s assumptions about the aims and methods of science. They saw 
the aim of science as knowledge about nature in its natural state, and, correspondingly, 
they vested evidential significance in observations of natural occurrences. Since they did 
not attribute evidential significance to it, they found thought experiment pointless.

This is why, when Galileo advanced a thought experiment, his Aristotelian interlocu-
tors responded mostly not with an alternative thought experiment, but with observations 
of natural occurrences. For example, in his argument for Copernicanism, Galileo presented 
a thought experiment in which an object dropped from the crow’s nest of a moving ship 
landed at the foot of the mast (Galilei [1632] 1953, 141–5). Aristotelian natural phi-
losophers countered with actual observations of objects dropped from ship’s masts under 
natural circumstances. In treatises of 1631 and 1634, Libert Froidmont, a professor at the 
University of Louvain, described the observations of Jean Gallé, a military engineer: “On 
the Adriatic Sea, Gallé let fall, from the top of the main mast of a Venetian galley, a 
lead mass: the mass did not fall at the foot of the mast, but deviated towards the stern, 
thus providing for Ptolemy’s followers the appearance of a verification of their doctrine”  
(De Waard 1937, 74). Scipione Chiaramonti and Giovanni Barenghi, in treatises of 1633 
and 1638, respectively, and Bonaventura Belluto and Bartolomeo Mastri, in their 1640 
commentary on Aristotle’s De caelo, cited the testimony of Ioannis Kottounios, a professor 
at the University of Padua, that a rock had fallen aft of the mast (Finocchiaro 2010, 96; 
Grant 1984, 41).

Logicists, for whom thought experiment has evidential significance intrinsically, would 
say that these writers refused to face the evidence that Galileo presented. A better expla-
nation, I think, is that thought experiment lacked force for them because they rejected the 
assumptions of Galilean science that attributed evidential significance to it.

The historicist view raises also the questions, what counts as thought experiment and 
where do we find it? Logicists expect thinkers in all contexts and historical periods to make 
use of thought experiment. They therefore identify as thought experiment many method-
ological devices found in antiquity and the Middle Ages.

For example, Deborah Levine Gera (2000) has suggested that the Dissoi Logoi (fifth–
early fourth centuries bce), a compilation of sophist writings, used thought experi-
ment to investigate the acquisition of knowledge and moral values, and that ancient 
Greek thinkers may have turned to mental experiment because they had no propen-
sity for concrete experiment. Katerina Ierodiakonou has credited Archytas of Tarentum 
(fourth century bce) with “the first recorded thought experiment, the ancient thought 
experiment of the man who stands at the edge of the universe extending his hand or his 
stick” (Ierodiakonou 2011, 37). Ierodiakonou (2005) has described the “ship of Theseus” 
example, first recorded by Plutarch (first century CE), as a further thought experiment.  
G. E. R. Lloyd (2013, 441) has listed thought experiment among the forms of reasoning 
and argument most frequently found in both ancient Greece and China.

Scholars have been similarly quick to identify thought experiment in medieval phi-
losophy. Mikko Yrjönsuuri (1996) has interpreted obligatio – a disputation format used in 
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the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries to analyse propositions – as thought experiment. 
Thomas Dewender (2006) has identified arguments secundum imaginationem, some of 
which were attempts to gauge what God, in his infinite power, could achieve, with thought  
experiment. Lastly, Carla Rita Palmerino has written that many medieval thinkers, such as 
Nicole Oresme (fourteenth century), used the device. To establish that the four elements 
were not intrinsically heavy or light, for example,

Oresme makes use of an interesting thought experiment. He argues that if a pipe 
extending from the centre of the earth to the heavens were filled with fire except 
for a very small amount of air at the top, the air would descend; if instead the pipe 
were filled with water except for some air near the centre of the earth, the air 
would mount up to the heavens.

(Palmerino 2011, 114)

Such examples, according to Palmerino, showed that thought experiment pre-dated Galileo.
The claim that writers in a wide variety of contexts over 2,500 years have used what 

we now call “thought experiment” is implausible, I suggest, especially if thought experi-
ment derived from an experimental tradition that arose 400 years ago. None of these cases 
formed part of the project of apprehending fundamental structures that underlay – and 
were partly masked by – appearances. In short, none was an instance of the device of 
thought experiment for which Galileo provided the theoretical underpinning. The cited 
cases, from the Dissoi Logoi to Oresme, are better regarded as inferences from hypothetical 
or counterfactual premises, familiar to Aristotelian logic and dialectics.

Just as the category of experiment is narrower than that of empirical trial, and it is 
preferable to reserve it for the practice that arose in European natural philosophy in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, so the category of thought experiment is more spe-
cific than that of imaginative inference, and it is prudent to reserve it for the practice that 
Galileo and others developed in the same period.

5 Limits of thought experiment: an example

Even today, thought experiment has evidential significance in some settings and lacks it 
elsewhere. Let us take the discipline of history as an example.

Historians practise their discipline in two different forms: as a nomothetic and as an 
idiographic discipline (Malewski and Topolski 2011). Historians who take the nomothetic 
approach presuppose that causal regularities, which may be partly confounded by contin-
gent circumstances, underlie historical events. History proceeds largely by identifying and 
explaining these causal regularities, in some cases by means of lawlike relations. In short, 
nomothetic history endorses something akin to the Galilean doctrine of phenomena. Much 
economic, demographic, strategic, and military history takes this form.

Thought experiment has evidential significance in nomothetic history. The assumption 
of underlying regularities allows the historian to hypothesize the alternate development 
that would have ensued from non-actual starting points – often called “what if?” scenarios. 
The historian may thereby gauge the causal contribution or historical significance of actual 
events.
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An early example was the investigation by Robert W. Fogel (1964) of the impact of 
railways on US economic development. Fogel supposed that, even if the railway had not  
been invented, economic regularities – the law of supply and demand, say – would have con-
tinued to hold. This allowed Fogel to conjecture how the US economy would have grown 
in the absence of railways, concluding that their effect was surprisingly modest. All other 
commonly discussed examples of thought experiment or, more broadly, of counterfactual 
reasoning in history lie similarly in economic, demographic, strategic or military history 
(Tetlock, Lebow, and Parker 2006).

Historians who take the idiographic approach, by contrast, regard human acts as creative 
and as irreducible to patterns: as a consequence, they conceive history as a sequence of unique 
and contingent events. Idiographic history, thus, does not endorse anything resembling the 
Galilean doctrine of phenomena, or of universal invariances that underlie occurrences. Most 
cultural and intellectual history, including literary and art history, takes this form.

Thought experiment has no force in idiographic history. Imagining, say, how twentieth- 
century art would have developed if impressionism had not arisen would not yield any 
informative conclusions for an art historian: the question has no determinate answer in 
an idiographic discipline. This is because the idiographic approach posits no underlying 
historical regularities that operate in all alternate scenarios: the sequence of contingent 
actual events is all that there is. This explains why historians of literature and of art do not 
use thought experiment to justify claims about their object of study.

Because most recent philosophical discussions of thought experiment in history  
(De Mey and Weber 2003; Reiss 2009) have neglected the idiographic form of the disci-
pline, they have inadvertently lent credence to the logicist view that thought experiment 
occurs and has evidential significance everywhere.

6 Responses to thought experiment across  
cultures: experimental studies

We may pose the questions that motivate this chapter also in an intercultural connection: do 
all cultures have thought experiment, or is thought experiment evidentially inert in some 
cultures? One approach is to investigate how people raised in different cultures respond to 
typical instances of thought experiment (this section). Another is to consider whether we 
should classify appeals to imaginative scenarios made in various cultures as thought experi-
ment (next section).

Richard E. Nisbett (2003) suggested that culture partly shaped cognition: East Asians 
tended to think holistically, dialectically, and on the basis of their experience, whereas 
Westerners thought analytically, logically, and abstractly. For example, Nisbett claimed, 
Easterners dealt with contradiction dialectically, trying to reconcile opposites, whereas 
Westerners chose one side over the other. Ara Norenzayan, Edward E. Smith, Beom Jun Kim, 
and Nisbett (2002) reported that Chinese and Korean students at the University of Michigan  
relied on intuitive cognitive strategies more than European Americans, who preferred formal 
reasoning. Such findings suggested that there existed specifically Chinese thinking styles  
(Ji, Lee, and Guo 2010): if so, Western thought experiments, which often turn on abstrac-
tion, intuition, and contradiction, might lead Chinese thinkers to different conclusions, 
or to no conclusion at all.
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This work has attracted criticism on both methodological and empirical grounds. 
Lloyd (2007, 160–4) has objected to stereotyping diverse populations as “Asians” and 
“Westerners.” Adam B. Cohen (2009) has criticized cultural psychology for considering 
only cultures on the continental scale. Several writers have presented data suggesting 
that Easterners and Westerners showed no systematic cognitive differences and that both 
could use holistic or analytic thinking as context demanded (Lee and Johnson-Laird 2006; 
Mercier 2011). More specifically, Sara J. Unsworth and Douglas L. Medin (2005) found no 
cultural difference in preferences for intuitive versus formal reasoning, and Hugo Mercier 
et al. (2015) none in dealing with contradiction.

Writers in experimental philosophy have pursued similar lines. Some have presented 
empirical findings that people raised in different cultures had differing philosophical 
intuitions. They have argued that these findings cast doubt on traditional or “armchair” 
analytic philosophy, since this relied on intuitions as evidence. Other writers have 
denied that these findings troubled traditional analytic philosophy, either because intu-
itions have never served as evidence in analytic philosophy (Deutsch 2015) or because 
the empirical findings failed to show that intuitions were unreliable evidence (Boyd 
and Nagel 2014).

In at least three cases, the discussion has focused on thought experiments that analytic 
philosophers have used to elicit intuitions. First, epistemologists since Edmund L. Gettier 
(1963) have relied on thought experiment to ground a distinction between knowledge and 
accidentally true belief. Citing as inspiration Nisbett’s early work on East–West differences 
in thinking, Jonathan M. Weinberg, Shaun Nichols, and Stephen Stich surveyed Rutgers 
University students. They reported that, while a large majority of students of European 
ancestry made the orthodox distinction in Gettier cases, a majority of students of East and 
South Asian descent accepted accidental true belief as knowledge: “If these results are robust, 
then it seems that what counts as knowledge on the banks of the Ganges does not count 
as knowledge on the banks of the Mississippi!” (Weinberg, Nichols, and Stich 2001, 444).  
The authors concluded that the thought experiments on which epistemologists since 
Gettier have depended in these cases were an unreliable source of evidence. More recently, 
however, other researchers have found that East and South Asian and Western subjects 
were equally likely to make the orthodox distinction in Gettier cases (Nagel, San Juan, 
and Mar 2013; Turri 2013; Seyedsayamdost 2015; Kim and Yuan 2015; Machery et al. 
2015). If anything, therefore, experimental philosophy seems to have delivered empirical 
evidence that epistemic intuitions are culturally invariant.

Second, philosophers of language since the 1970s have used thought experiment to 
probe intuitions about reference. Edouard Machery, Ron Mallon, Nichols, and Stich 
(2004) reported that East Asian speakers of Cantonese tended to have descriptivist intu-
itions about the referents of proper names, while Western speakers of English tended to 
have causal-historical intuitions. Again, though, there has been methodological criticism 
(Ludwig 2007) and replication attempts have yielded mixed results (Lam 2010; Sytsma, 
Livengood, Sato, and Oguchi 2015).

Third, moral philosophers since the 1960s have cited “trolley dilemma” thought experi-
ments as evidence that there was a morally significant difference between causing and 
allowing harm. Patricia O’Neill and Lewis Petrinovich (1998) found no difference in the 
responses of Taiwanese and US students to these thought experiments. Other researchers 
have reported that the responses of Russian, American, and British subjects were more 
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utilitarian than those of Chinese subjects (Ahlenius and Tännsjö 2012; Gold, Colman, 
and Pulford 2014).

If the findings of earlier sections of this chapter are correct, then thought experiment, 
even in Western culture, has force in some discourses but not in others. In this light, rather 
than compare the responses of Western and Asian subjects to a given thought experiment, 
it would seem more productive for experimental philosophy to inquire in which specific 
discourses in both Western and Asian cultures thought experiment has evidential signifi-
cance and on what presuppositions it acquired that significance.

7 Does thought experiment occur in  
Indian and Chinese culture?

There is a long tradition of hypothetical and imaginative reasoning in both Indian and 
Chinese culture. Several writers in Anglo-American philosophy have used the category 
of thought experiment to classify such reasoning. The question, however, is whether the 
identification of these forms of reasoning with thought experiment is warranted or a mis-
leading representation of a discourse in terms taken from a radically different tradition.

Let us start with treatments of knowledge in traditional Indian texts. Sriharsa (twelfth 
century) discussed the case of a person who mistook fog for smoke and then inferred the 
presence of fire, where there really was fire. Sriharsa concluded that “true awareness” was 
not sufficient for knowledge and that a further condition, “produced by a faithful cause,” 
was required. Gan· geśa, the founder of the Nyaya school (twelfth–thirteenth century), dis-
cussed the case of a mistaken liar who, while trying to deceive a listener, uttered the 
truth. Gan· geśa suggested that, as long as the listener had no indication that the speaker 
was a habitual liar, he or she would gain knowledge from the utterance. Other members 
of the Nyaya school disagreed, holding that the mistaken liar was not a reliable testifier. 
In their histories of Indian philosophy, Bimal Krishna Matilal (1986, 135–40; 1990, 70) 
and Jonardon Ganeri (1999, 70, 77–78; 2007, 133–40) have interpreted these passages as 
Gettier cases avant la lettre. Stephen H. Phillips (2012, 12–13) has treated several further 
texts of the Nyaya school as Gettier cases.

Joseph Shieber has classified Gan· geśa’s discussion of the mistaken liar as thought 
experiment. He cited the disagreement within the Nyaya school in his critique of  
experimental philosophy: “Interestingly, this suggests that one needn’t have appealed  
to experimental philosophy to discover that there is disagreement – even among commu-
nities of sophisticated, highly trained philosophers – as to the interpretation of thought 
experiments.” He concluded on a positive note, however: “the example of Gangesa sug-
gests that disagreement – even about such core cases – does not in fact invalidate the use 
of thought experiment in philosophy” (Shieber 2010, 560).

But is it legitimate to regard these passages as thought experiment? Just as Jonathan 
Stoltz (2007) has cautioned against assuming that Gettier addressed the same issues as 
earlier Indian writers, so we should beware lest superficial similarities between Indian and 
Anglo-American forms of philosophical reasoning lead us too quickly to interpret Indian 
writers as engaging in thought experiment.

The same holds for Chinese culture. Several authors writing in English have applied the cat-
egory of thought experiment to describe various passages in traditional Chinese moral thinking.
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For example, commentators have described as thought experiment several passages in 
the Mozi, the compilation of the doctrines of Mozi (Mo Tzu, fifth century bce), an early 
critic of Confucianism. Loy Hui-chieh (2006) has interpreted as thought experiment the 
passage “Exalting Unity” (Shang Tong, chapters 11–13), which opened with a hypothetical 
scenario in which people lacked any form of social and political authority. Mozi inferred 
that people in that scenario would hold to a variety of conflicting moralities and, conse-
quently, would live in a state of anarchy (Johnston 2010, 91). Bryan W. Van Norden has 
characterized the passage “Impartial Caring” (Jian Ai, chapters 14–16) as “probably the 
first use of ‘thought experiments’ in Chinese philosophy, and perhaps their first use in the 
world” (Van Norden 2007, 179). Mozi argued there that even a person more concerned 
for self than for others had reason to value impartial care: such a person, departing on a 
long journey, would prefer to put his or her family in the care of someone committed to 
impartial care rather than of a partialist (Johnston 2010, 153). Carine Defoort (2006, 132) 
has also analysed this passage in terms of thought experiment.

Mengzi (Mencius, fourth century bce), a Confucian, argued that all humans innately 
possessed dispositions toward virtuous feelings, including a disposition towards benevolence: 
“Suppose someone suddenly saw a child about to fall into a well: anyone in such a situa-
tion would have a feeling of alarm and compassion – not because one sought to get in good 
with the child’s parents, not because one wanted fame among one’s neighbors and friends, 
and not because one would dislike the sound of the child’s cries.” (Van Norden 2008, 46). 
Philip J. Ivanhoe (2000, 19) and Van Norden (2007, 215–18) interpreted this passage as 
a thought experiment, and one now commonly finds it called a thought experiment in 
English-language philosophical discussions (Schmidt 2011, 272; Wang and Solum 2013, 
117–18; Stępień 2014, 82).

But is it legitimate to say that Mozi and Mengzi used thought experiment? Identifying 
these passages as thought experiment might be an example of the tendency to appropri-
ate elements of Chinese culture and thought for Western intellectual purposes, against 
which many writers, such as David L. Hall and Roger T. Ames (1995, 111–79) have 
warned. We might do more justice to these texts, and preserve their cultural specific-
ity, by refraining from applying to them a category that was first put forward in a very 
different setting, Galileo’s reform of mechanics in seventeenth-century Florence. Even 
within Western discourses, the category of thought experiment cannot be applied to 
all instances of imaginative reasoning, or so I have argued above. Of course, if present-
day Chinese writers use imaginative and counterfactual reasoning to probe traditional 
Chinese moral doctrines, this may well count as thought experiment: an example is 
Yiu-ming Fung (2001, 258–65), who consciously draws on the methodology of Western 
analytic philosophy.

In sum, I advocate learning from interpretations of the dream accounts that are wide-
spread in Chinese culture (C. T. Brown 1988; Strassberg 2008, 1–47). Zhuangzi’s “Dream 
of the Butterfly” (fourth century bce; Ziporyn 2009, 21) is a good example. Many transla-
tors and commentators have enrolled this dream account in modern Western philosophi-
cal concerns, presenting it as an argument for a certain metaphysical or epistemological 
claim. For example, Han Xiaoqiang has interpreted it as “a skeptical response to Descartes’ 
refutation of skepticism based on his Cogito, ergo sum proof” (Han 2009, 1), put forward 
nearly 2,000 years later. A more sensitive approach, I think, is to regard this dream account 
as sui generis, investigating its nature and place in Chinese thinking without reducing it to 
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Western philosophical genres and standpoints (Moeller 2004, 44–55; Kohn 2014, 39–43). 
Adopting the same caution would mean interpreting the passages of Mozi and Mengzi not 
as thought experiment but as a distinct form of imaginative reasoning.

8 Conclusions

The aim of this chapter was to problematize the category of thought experiment and its 
application in different historical and cultural contexts. Writers in both history of sci-
ence and comparative philosophy have been liberal in their use of the category, as we 
have seen, identifying many forms of reasoning in diverse contexts as instances of thought 
experiment. I believe that this usage presupposes a logicist view of evidential significance: 
if thought experiment has evidential significance intrinsically, it is reasonable to suppose 
that all writers in all settings will find it persuasive, and thus will use the device throughout 
intellectual history.

In this chapter, I have presented arguments and evidence for an alternative, historicist 
view of the evidential significance of thought experiment. On this view, thought experi-
ment has evidential significance not intrinsically or everywhere, but only where particu-
lar metaphysical and epistemological assumptions have attributed evidential significance 
to it. Galileo was, I have suggested, the first person to have carried out this attribution 
of evidential significance: Galileo, we may say, invented thought experiment. Discourses 
that have descended from Galilean natural philosophy – including much present-day 
natural science and areas of Anglo-American philosophy that take natural science as 
their model – have inherited thought experiment as an evidence-bearing factor. In other 
discourses, by contrast, thought experiment is evidentially inert and is thus not used. 
These discourses include Western natural philosophy before Galileo, idiographic disci-
plines, and intellectual traditions distinct from Western philosophy and science. In these 
discourses, even if a methodological device or argument form resembles thought experi-
ment, we should resist the temptation to call it thought experiment.

The outcome is that the domain of application of the category “thought experiment” is 
much narrower that we might have expected. I suggest, however, that the historical and 
cultural specificity and sensitivity that this approach brings more than make up for the loss 
of apparent breadth.
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