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Hypothesis-testing of the Humanities: 
The Hard and Soft Humanities 

As Two Emerging Cultures 

Ryan Nichols 

California State University Fullerton 

Abstract:  Scholars employing ossified 'close reading' methods generate 
countless articles that drop down into a gravity vortex, circling themselves 
for a self-referential eternity. After arguing that the study of texts in the 
humanities, especially literature and philosophy, makes no progress, I set 
this controversy in the light of a distinction between the Soft and Hard 
Humanities. This is not an a priori argument from an ivory tower. Rather 
than tell, I show. I present data from the testing of a hypothesis drawn 
from genre theory about science fiction, then say a few words about the 
uncertain future of philosophy and literature. 

There are scholars for whom the history of philosophy (ancient 
as well as modem) is itself their philosophy; the present prole

gomena have not been written for them. They must wait until 
those who endeavor to draw from the wellsprings of reason it
self have finished their business, and then it will be their tum to 
bring news of these events to the world. Failing that, in their 
opinion nothing cao be said that has not already been said be
fore ... 

-Immanuel Kant, Prolegomena to Any Future 

Metaphysics (1997, p. 5) 

0. Status Quo 
The ways that we in philosophy-and throughout the humanities-study 
texts typically rests on metaphilosophical presuppositions that--once 
brought to light-are highly implausible, and also on methods that do not 
yield progress. As a result of considerations like these, the way we typi
cally go about text-based research in the humanities and in philosophy is 
broken. This is of a piece with broader arguments about the pointless
ness of philosophical research. Reasons explaining the lack of progress 
in philosophy closely parallel reasons explaining the lack of progress in 
text-based research in the humanities. 

Amongst other areas of the humanities, philosophers who study 
texts-historians of philosophy, typically-have offered amongst the most 
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thorough, subtle responses to the charge that what they do is pointless and 
does not contribute to progress. But a consideration of their replies to this 
challenge quickly reveals just how poor are these responses-and, a corol
lary, just how much cognitive bias these philosophers have in the defense 
of methods essential for their career. 

The charge that humanities research on texts does not progress goes 
unanswered by philosophical defenders. But rather than attempting to 
evade the charge, why not rise to it? After making the challenge a bit 
more precise, I explain in some detail how humanities scholars who work 
with texts can rise to it. I do this with an example of a study using quan
titative methods to test hypotheses drawn from a humanist philosopher of 
literature. The methods I advocate contrast with the exploratory factor 
analysis and topic modeling familiar from the work of Franco Moretti and 
Matthew Jockers, among many others (see below). While those innova
tive methods of text analysis allow us to ask better research questions and 
get a birds-eye view of a corpus, they do not test hypotheses. But unlike 
the groundbreaking work of Jonathan Gottschall (2008; 2005; 2004), we 
avoid use of human coders and biases and complications their use presents 
to the textual researcher. Hypothesis-testing keeps one foot squarely in 
the scientific method, while using software to compile millions of words 
of texts represents the future of text analysis. 

To speak of 'progress' in this way assumes that research programs 
are evaluable. We might as well make this assumption explicit. Some re
search questions can be evaluated as worthy, unworthy, or relatively more 
worthy than another. I propose that criteria for such evaluative judgments 
on humanities research programs should be tied to the concept of progress 
(see below). For now, with this assumption we put ourselves in posi
tion to discuss the relative value or standards of research programs. Per
haps a scholar wants to answer the question, "What did Aristotle mean by 
his contrast of imperfect friendships from perfect friendships?" A typical 
means of achieving an answer to that question by an historian of philoso
phy would involve closely reading the Greek text of Nichomachean Eth
ics books 8 and 9. Perhaps a scholar poses the research question, "What 
would a Neo-Marxist, post-processural interpretation of early Nineteenth 
century Italian literature involve?" If so, we might expect to read an ar
ticle reporting results of a close reading Foscolo and Manzoni in light of 
the theoretical work of 1960s New Archaeologist Lewis Binford. If our 
question is "How many angels can dance on the head of a pin?" then we 
might want to first give a close reading of Aquinas's Summa Theologica, 
First Part, Question 52, Article 3, about "Whether several angels can be 
at the same time in the same place." Notice that the fact that we have 
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abundant evidence for thinking that angels or pins do not exist is not the 
only sufficient reason for inferring that this is an awful research question. 
If we believe that the research question is unanswerable or that purported 
answers are untestable, then we also have a sufficient reason for inferring 
that this is an awful research question. Often times the research questions 
implicitly asked by humanists yield answers that are not testable or con
firmable. Questions about the mental states of a long-dead white guy, like 
"What did Aristotle mean by his contrast of imperfect friendships from 
perfect friendships?" appear to be of this type. 

1. The Philosophical Study of Texts Yields No Progress 
Consider a subset of methods of textual interpretation found at use in de
partments such as history, philosophy, literature (dispersed in programs 
of English, Spanish, Chinese, etc.), art history, classics, and religion, as 
well as many of the socio-cultural programs and departments (includ
ing Chicano/a studies, East Asian studies, Afro-American studies, etc.). 
Studying texts as texts is prominent in all these departments and programs. 
To 'study a text as a text' refers, here, to the practice of attempting to 
discern what the author of the text means by what the text says. This pro
duces research of dubious quality since what a long dead author meant by 
what he wrote is indeterminable. 

But often times this is only voiced as the goal. In practice, one of sev
eral other goals motivate the research. Goals of interpreting a given text 
often have to do with promoting a certain social agenda (the lesson ofJohn 
M. Ellis's remarkable Literature Lost: Social agendas and the corruption 
of the humanities ). Frequently a scholar aims to refute someone else's 
interpretation of the text, or needs to publish for tenure, or promotes a 
conservative extension of another's (perhaps one's advisor's) earlier, more 
authoritative interpretation of the same text. 

Whatever the aims of the methods of textual study, the methods them 
selves involve similar procedures across disciplines: reading a primary 
source text; using original languages; citing secondary literature; obeying 
scholarly conventions; identifying relevant socio-historical context. When 
a scholar offers a revision to an interpretation of a text, whether Frederick 
Douglass's My Bondage and My Freedom (1855), Leibniz's Monado/ogy 
(1714), or James Joyce's Ulysses (1922), the scholar typically identifies a 
key passage of interest and promotes the new interpretation by references 
to other parts of the author's corpus. Some literature scholars are inter
ested in the scene in Ulysses in which Leopold Bloom reads a letter from 
his daughter and defecates in the outhouse. Vincent Cheng (1992) in his 
"'Goddinpotty': James Joyce and the Language of Excrement" interprets 
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the metaphor of defecation in Ulysses with references to feces in passages 
from A Portrait noting that Stephen Dedalus asks, "Can excrement or a 

child or a louse be a work of art?" (Cheng, 1993, p. 88). 
Whatever you think of the value of Dedalus's own question, one of 

Cheng's seems to be, "What did Dedalus mean by asking the question, 
'Can excrement or a child or a louse be a work of art?"' In Cheng's and 
countless other cases, the aims of textual research do not resolve clearly. 
Texts are explored, passages are quoted, metaphors are discussed, depths 
are plumbed. But here historians of philosophy would plead an exception. 
Unlike literature scholars, cultural anthropologists, and scholars from eth
no-cultural departments, philosophers would presume that their methods 
avoid the implied criticism. Do nebulous methods in literature aimed at 
research questions without obvious value bear significant resemblance to 
research methods used to interpret texts in the h istory of philosophy? 

Philosophy, including history of philosophy, is like science insofar 
as philosophers who disagree about the truth of consequentialism author 
papers that give reasons for the falsity of the theory, while consequential
ism's proponents author papers that give reasons for the truth of the theo
ry. Science proceeds by a method that makes use of testable hypotheses, 
and collects data that confirms or denies them. This promotes the progress 
of knowledge about the world. ewe can quibble about this phrase later.) 

Despite this apparent exceptionalism of philosophical study of texts 
within the humanities, Eric Dietrich argues that, like much research across 
the humanities, "there is no progress in phiJosophy'' (20 11 ). Keep in mind 
that "progress" is distinct from "staying current." Staying current requires 
keeping up with the latest fad. That, for Dietrich, describes philosophy 
and the history of philosophy. Philosophy does not progress or, if it does, 
it is so little as not to be worth the trouble. 

Rather than treat this as a methodological flaw in the current con
ception of the research program of contemporary Anglo-American phi
losophy, as I do here, some philosophers, including Colin McGinn and 
Thomas Nagel address this problem in terms of conceptual limitations on 
human cognition. McGinn (1993) argues that we cannot solve philosophi
cal problems, but that they are in principle or "physically possible" to 
solve. Nagel (1986) in The View From Nowhere gives a different argu
ment about why philosophical problems are irresolvable. They have in 
common a diagnosis of the irresolvability of philosophical problems as 
following from points of view (two in McGinn's case, three in Nagel's). 
These traditional 'ivory-tower' philosophers' explanations are themselves 
mutually contradictory, a lamentable, if indicative, truth. Worse, after in
triguing forays into metaphilosophical terrain few talented philosophers 
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have explored, McGinn and Nagel both beat a retreat to facile relativism 
to place philosophy and history of philosophy on its end-of-life drip feed. 

This failure of metaphilosophy would only sound like another nail in 

the coffin to Dietrich. Philosophy "does not even stumble forward. . .. It 
is exactly the same today as it was 3000 years ago" (2011, p. 332). This 
is Dietrich's conclusion. His reasoning for it proceeds through a thought 
experiment. 

Imagine Aristotle revived, alive, and on campus. In the physics class 
he attends, he becomes confused. A feather and an iron block fall at the 
same rate in a vacuum, so being heavier does not entail something falls 
faster? The professor uses equations ('What are equations?' he asks) to 
show that the earth orbits the sun on the same principles the moon orbits 
the earth. At the introduction of quantum mechanics, Aristotle bangs his 
head against the wall. His physics was mostly wrong, and he can now see 
why. His biology--his theory of spontaneous generation, for example? 
Same story. But being a lover of wisdom, he is pleased with the progress 
of the sciences. Contemporary knowledge and learning has wonderfully 
surpassed all his expectations, it seems, ... until he sits in on core classes 
in metaphysics and ethics in the department of philosophy, and any num
ber of courses in classics and literature. The conversations are much the 
same as back on the Athenian agora, even if Aristotle needs to ask for 
clarification about meanings of terms of art. 

Virtually no physicists read Einstein's 1905 paper on Special Rela
tivity. The abundant evidence in support of its hypotheses, hypotheses 
that have been tested and retested impartially by scientists, imply that it 
is highly probably true. Since has been confirmed to be true, physicists 
move on to solve other problems by testing hypotheses not known to be 

true. From the same era, Frege's and Wittgenstein's theories are routinely 
given close readings. Their writings are interpreted in light of other writ
ings in the corpora and other events of their time and space. No scholarly 
consensus has emerged as to whether most of their theories are true. To 
ask whether Frege's theory is true in the context of the history of philoso
phy is gauche. These theories are regarded as better than true or false-
they are interesting, like a well-designed jungle gym at the playground. 

You might think that Kantianism is true. The person on your right 
might think that Consequentialism is true, and the one on your left that 
Virtue Theory is true. You might also think that Leibnizian aggregates 
are 'mental constructions,' someone at Yale might think that they are 'real 
phenomena,' and someone at UCI might think that they are 'well-founded 
phenomena.' But scholarly disagreement does not show that philosophy 
or history of philosophy makes progress. When lots of intelligent people 
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disagree about the truth of basic statements in a discipline, then it is highly 
likely that the process by which the truth of theories is adjudicated is sub
jective. The process of evaluating philosophical interpretations of texts 
often involves dragging one's cognitive and social biases over to the ideas 
at issue then applying undisciplined critical thinking. Standard methods in 
the humanities allow scholars to make little to no progress. 

Philosophers have of course anticipated challenges like this and 
mounted elaborate defenses. The best historians of philosophy working 
in the latter twentieth- and early twenty-first-centuries frequently lend a 
hand in the effort. But their responses (Popkin, 1985; Rorty, 1984; Yo !ton, 
1986; Taylor, 1984; Garber, 1988) compose an embarrassing, pleading, 
sometimes ill-tempered failure of metaphilosophy, which I've shown else
where (Nichols, 2006). Dietrich's argument combines with this fiasco not 
to show that philosophy and history of philosophy do not progress or are 
not valuable. Rather, more modestly, this burden-shifting case shows that 
if philosophy and history of philosophy are valuable and do progress, we 

still do not know why. 

2. The Two Emerging Cultures: The Hard and Soft Humanities 
Steven Pinker lends Dietrich's argument force with his own case made in 
New Republic on behalf of the assertion that most humanities research
ers treat science as an enemy (Pinker, 2013). Defensive philosophical 
responses to Pinker's essay, for example, Gary Gutting's "Science's Hu
manities Gap," appearing in The Ne w York Times website's The Stone col
umn, employs a tone that only confirms Pinker's point. But a number of 
research programs across the humanities not only do not treat science as 
the enemy, but actively use scientific methods to explore canonical hu
manities questions. 

Experimental philosophy needs little introduction at this time. Work 
in the field ofX-Phi uses survey designs familiar from psychology to pro
vide testable answers to philosophical questions. For example, Swain, Al
exander and Weinberg (2008) reveal a key error in the appeal to intuitions 
about knowledge in previous philosophical work on the question "What 
are the necessary and sufficient conditions of knowledge?" by gathering 
and analyzing data from participants across different cultures. Work in 

X-Phi has proposed and tested hypotheses with scientific methods, as has 
more compelling research in Adaptationist Literary Criticism (see Car
roll, 2004; 200 Ia; 200 I b). Jonathan Gottschall (2004) showed that claims 
made by Simone de Beauvoir and Betty Friedan about the source of gender 
inequalities in the Western world do not arise from considerations unique 
to European culture. He did this with a remarkable study of representa-
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lions of gender in large set of world folktales. To parallel a distinction 
routinely made in the sciences, hypothesis-testing research by Gottschall 
and others represents the vanguard of the Hard Humanities. 

Between the Hard Humanities and the Soft Humanities lies a range of 
research. (Though I cringe at using these terms, they will no doubt come 
to serve an important diagnostic function, if not now then soon.) First, 
aforementioned topic modeling work is data-driven, but it can also be used 
for purely ·exploratory means. Indeed, word weights and topic weights are 
or will certainly be used to spin webs of complicated, broadly post-modem 
theory. But due to the role of data to constrain theorizing, exploratory 
text mining is housed near the Hard Humanities. Second, when human
ists draft interpretations of texts with testable consequences (even if they 
didn't know that they were), they move closer to the Hard Humanities. 
When an interpretation has the ability to be tested with scientific meth
ods, it marks a major step toward the progress we have thus far failed 
to find in the humanities. But many humanist scholars do not compose 
interpretations with any testable consequences whatsoever, which places 
them across the valley. By writing an interpretation with only a set of 
proof-texted passages as evidence--doubtless to be contested if the origi
nal reading makes it into the right hands-scholars increase their danger 
of being ensnared in nets of cognitive and social biases. 

If Gottschall's brand of textual interpretation and hypothesis-testing 
represents the Hard Humanities, then an apt representative of the Soft Hu
manities is recent award-winning research in a comer of philosophy of lit
erature, genre theory. Jonathan Rieder's treatment of science fiction in his 
Pioneer Award winning 20 I 0 paper "On Defining SF, or Not" is not only 
not testable but is self-consciously designed not to have the clarity neces
sary for testing, according to Rieder himself. Between the two methods, 
style, tone and content, we have apt representatives of the Hard and Soft 
Humanities as they pertain to the philosophy of literature. 

Rieder argues for an informal, historicist, Wittgensteinian character
ization of the science fiction genre as the product of a changing communi
ty through time. Genre organization is "messily bound to time and place" 
hence Rieder advocates "the logical superiority of the historical over the 
formal approach to genre theory (2010, p. 193). Since "sf is historical and 
mutable" (2010, p. 193), the reviews, fanzines and marketing blurbs "are 
as important as the stories themselves" for genre characterization (2010, p. 
204). "[S]f has no essence, no single unifYing characteristic, and no point 
of origin" (2010, p. 193). Kincaid (2003), who followed Fowler (1982), 
who followed Wittgenstein (1953), says that genre is a matter of family 
resemblance, says Rieder (20 I 0, p. 194). Since appeal to family resem-
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blance is vague Rieder offers another simile: genres are like fuzzy sets 
(2010, p. 195). Since appeal to fuzzy sets is vague Rieder offers another 
simile: genres are like rhizomatic assemblages (2010, p. 196). Explaining 
the thesis that "sf is not a set of texts, but rather a way of using texts and 
of drawing relationships among them," Rieder says, "All those involved 
in the production, distribution, and consumption of sf-writers, editors, 
marketing specialists, casual readers, fans, scholars, students--<:onstruct 
the genre" (2010, p. 197). Rieder forestalls criticisms of his informal char
acterization of science fiction from scholars offering analyses by saying 
that "it is neither possible nor even desirable" to be too precise in the use 
of genre terms (20 I 0, pp. 199-200). 

An infamous slam by the theoretical physicist Wolfgang Pauli comes 
to mind: "This isn't right. This isn't even wrong." Rieder has made the 
task of defining or not defining science fiction easy on himself. His char
acterization of the genre appears tautologous. It does not meet what many 
working in this area consider to be a rudimentary constraint in genre the
ory: it does not inform us about the content of, or the literary styles of, 
literary works of the target genre. But between Gottschall and Rieder, also 
in genre theory, stands Darko Suvin. 

Suvin, also working in genre theory, offer analyses of science fiction, 
replete with individually necessary and jointly sufficient conditions. This 
tool, a hallmark of analytic philosophy, can be leveraged for hypothesis
testing activity. Analyses can be construed as the gold standard of ana
lytic, philosophical reflection for several reasons. Their clarity and logi
cal precision cannot be beat; they offer considerable inferential potential; 
they maintain a focus on the content of the concept defined; and both the 
necessary and sufficient conditions are falsifiable by counterexamples, or 
data. Most importantly for the present purpose, Suvin's own account of 
the science fiction genre is falsifiable by hypothesis-testing activity, which 
moves this research much closer to the Hard than the Soft Humanities. 

According to Suvin, appropriate representations of co gnition and ap
pro priate representations of estrangement are individually necessary and 

jointly sufficient for membership in the set of science fiction works. Suvin 
writes, "SF is a literary genre whose necessary and sufficient conditions 
are the presence and interaction of estrangement and cognition, and whose 
main formal device is an imaginative alternative to the author's empirical 
experience." Science fiction "is distinguished by the narrative dominance 
of a fictional novelty" or novum. It is differentiated from the fantastic 
genres by "the presence of scientific cognition as the sign or correlative of 
a method... identical to that of a modem philosophy of science" (Suvin, 
1978, pp. 46-7). Science fiction "should be defined as a fictional tale 
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determined by the hegemonic literary device of a locus and/or dramatis 
personae... radically or at least significantly different from the empirical 
times, places, and characters of 'mimetic' or 'naturalist' fiction" (Suvin, 
1979, p. viii). Subsequent to Suvin, other literary critics have emphasized 
similar features in their interpretations of the genre (James, 1994, p. 108; 
Rose, 1981, p. 20). The methodological contrasts between Gottschall, 
Suvin and Rieder are food for metaphilosophical thought. 

3. Hypothesis Testing in the Philosophy of Literature 
Whereas Suvin only appeals to examples and trends to support his analy
sis, co -authors names withheld and I set out to test Suvin's interpretation 
of science fiction texts on a corpus. But our primary goal in this effort is 
to create and pilot a new method for testing many other interpretations of 
texts. 

First, we identified the tools that might assist in the effort, and fore
most among them was the Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count software 
package (called "luke"). The LIWC dictionary contains 4500 words and 
word stems. Each is filed into one or more subdictionaries. Each sub
dictionary underlies one of the 55 word categories through which LIWC 
compiles the words of a target text. As explained by its developers, the 
word "cried" for example is part of "five word categories: sadness, nega
tive emotion, overall affect, verb, and past tense verb. Hence, if it is found 
in the target text, each of these five subdictionary scale scores will be in
cremented" (Pennebaker et al., 2007, p. 4). The dictionary was developed 
in several stages involving tests of rates of word-capture in written and 
spoken English; validation of psychological processes with human raters; 
consultation of a variety of psychological scales, and more. LIWC has 
found extensive use in psychology, for example, it was used to show that 
depressed people use more first-person pronouns than others, for example 
(Rude, Gortner, and Pennebaker, 2004). 

Once we knew the tool to use, we compiled a database of stories across 
three genres-science fiction, fantasy and mystery. The science fiction (n 
= 157) data were drawn from The Year's Best Science Fiction, fantasy data 
(n = 147) were drawn from The Year's Best Fantasy, and mystery data (n 
= 161) were drawn from The World's Finest Mystery and Crime Stories. 
Paper copies of these books were purchased, disassembled, and scanned 
with a Xerox WorkCentre 5150 with maximum resolution. The resulting 
high-dpi scans supported optical character recognition by Adobe Acrobat 
Pro 10. Books were separated into individual files representing one story 
each. Resulting files were inspected for spelling errors with Microsoft 
Word 14, which were caused by the optical character recognition process. 
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Files were then processed with LIWC2007. Gender information for au-
thors whose stories appear in the dataset was researched online. Coding 
for gender was manually entered into our dataset, as was metadata about 

year of publication (see Table 1). 

Table 1 Publication Stories 
Male Female Total 

Authors Authors A Authors* 
Science Fiction 
(Dozois YBSF) 

YBSF 15 1999 28 26 4 30 

YBSF 16 2000 24 19 5 24 

YBSF 17 2001 27 23 4 27 

YBSF 18 2002 23 19 5 24 

YBSF20 2004 25 20 5 25 

YBSF23 2007 30 26 6 32 

Subtotal 157 133 29 162 

Fantasy 
(Hartwell YB!:) 
YBF I 2001 23 16 7 23 
YBF2 2002 22 14 9 23 

YBF3 2003 29 19 10 29 
YBF4 2004 21 12 9 21 
YBFS 2005 24 15 9 24 

YBF9 2009 28 19 10 29 

Subtotal 147 95 54 149 

Mystery 
(Gorman WFMCS) 

A Selections co-authored b y  one male and one female author were coded 
as female due to technical /imitations. * Total=total number of authors 

rather than number of unique authors. 

In these analyses we deferred to the community of experts by using 
volumes from preeminent anthologies of science fiction, fantasy, and mys
tery edited by industry-leading editors including Gardner Dozois, David 
Hartwell, Kathryn Cramer and Ed Gorman. The purpose of populating 
our dataset with stories selected in this way is that it allows us a response 
to skeptics who would accuse us of begging the question about what is the 
mystery genre, say, by including only work edited by Ed Gorman in our 
corpora. We have in mind a question such as: "Why do you think that the 
literature you take to be representative of fantasy is in fact representative 
of fantasy? You've pre-judged what qualifies as fantasy. This is why you 
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get the results you predict." Rather than presupposing what stories are and 
are not part of a genre, we let experts make that determination for us. For 
example, Dozois won 15 Hugo Awards for Best Professional Editor. A 
book-length interview with him won the Locus Award. He won Nebula 
and Sidewise awards as an author in the genre. He knows what qualifies 
as science fiction. 

Next we identified hypotheses. We drew our principal hypothesis 
straight from Suvin's testable analysis of the science fiction genre hav
ing to do with cognition and estrangement. (We report results of test
ing for these two hypotheses here; discussion of additional hypotheses 
(about religion, biology, perception, and verb tense), assumptions tests, 
and details about statistical results is found in the version of the paper 
published for a science audience. See Nichols, Lynn, and Purzycki, 20 14.) 
The dual necessary conditions Suvin uses to individuate science fiction 
from other genres can be operationalized in terms of the LIWC catego
ries presented in Table 2. If Suvin is correct, then science fiction should 
contain a higher rate of cognition words than will hypo-cognitive fan
tasy (his principal point of contrast). We further hypothesize that it will 
contain a higher rate of cognition words even than the hyper-cognitive 
mystery genre. LIWC's cognitive mechanisms category (LIWC2007 cat
egory name "COGMECH") includes subscales such as tentative (which 
in tum includes words such as "maybe," "perhaps," "guess"), certainty 
("always," "never"), and insight ("think," "know"). This category and its 
subscales become a primary variable with which to test the hypothesis that 
science fiction has more cognition terms than fantasy or mystery. Omni
bus hypothesis 1 states that mean values for cognition terms will yield the 
following directional relationship: SF > M > F. 

Given science fiction's use of estranging devices to introduce unfa
miliar settings, characters, species, and actions, Suvin's analysis leads us 
to expect science fiction to contain a significantly lower rate of social and 
family terms than fantasy or mystery. This hypothesis has prima facie 
justification irrespective of whether Suvin is correct that science fiction 
predominantly estranges the familiar, or Clute that science fiction makes 
familiar the strange. LIWC contains a social category (SOCIAL) that con
tains subscales such as family and home. The contents of the family sub
scale are obvious; home includes words for concepts of home ("house," 
"apartment") and words for rooms ("kitchen," "bathroom"). Omnibus hy
pothesis 2 states that mean values for social terms will yield the following 
directional relationship: M > F >SF. 
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Table 2 
LIWC 

Variable 
1 COGMECH 

Ryan Nichols 

Definition 
cognitive processes 

Dictionary Examples 
certainty, insight, 
causation 

2 SOCIAL social words talk, friends, home 

M =Mystery; F =Fantasy; SF= Science fiction 

Omnibus 
Hypotheses 
SF>M>F 

M> F>SF 

After performing assumptions tests, we statistically tested the vari
ance in mean values in LIWC categories across our genres. All results are 

reported in Table 3. For the cognitive mechanism category (COGMECH), 
there were significant differences across genres, F (2, 462) = 3.75, p = 
0.02, m = 0.11. However, there were no significant linear trends, F (1, 462) 

= 1.74,p = 0.19, m = 0.04. Planned contrasts 1 (SF> M >F) and 3 (SF> 
F) were supported. However, contrasts 2 (SF > M) and 4 (M >F) showed 
no significant differences between genre types. In other words, science 

fiction did have a higher mean rate of cognitive terms than either mystery 
or fantasy, but its higher rate over fantasy was very statistically significant. 

With respect to Suvin s analysis and its e xplicit contrast between science 
fiction and fantasy in regards to the representation of cognition , contrast 3 
(SF> F) was supported at a high level of statistical s ignificance. 

Overall, there were significant differences across genre for frequen
cies in the social category (SOCIAL), F (2, 462) = 24.60, p < 0.001, m 

= 0.09 with significant linear trends, F (1, 462) = 48.86, p < 0.001, m = 
0.09. All planned contrasts were confirmed. In other words, mystery has 
a significantly higher rate of social terms than fantasy, and fantasy in tum 

has higher a higher rate of social terms than science fiction. With respect 
to Suvin s analysis that science fiction represents more estrangement than 
fantasy, contrast 4 (F > SF) was supported at a h igh level of statistical 

s ignificance. 

Table 3 
Variable Contrast Prediction t df p r 

COGMECH 1 SF>M>F 2.59** 462 0.010 0.12 
2 SF>M 1.34 462 0.180 0.06 
3 SF>F 2.74*** 462 0.003 0.13 
4 M>F 1.44 462 0.150 O.o7 

SOCIAL 1 M>F>SF 6.79*** 462 0.000 0.30 
2 M>F 3.94***  462 0.000 0.18 
3 M>SF 6.99*** 462 0.000 0.31 
4 F>SF 2.91 *** 462 0.002 0.13 
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These results confirm Suvin's analysis of the science fiction genre of 
texts by finding that science fiction has a (statistically significantly) higher 
rate of cognition terms and that fantasy has a (statistically significantly) 

higher rate of non-estranging words than science fiction. In so doing we 
have scientifically tested a hypothesis from a philosopher of literature with 
quantitative measures, and without the biases that human subjects and rat
ers introduce into experimental contexts. 

Two features of our study set it apart from both traditional philosophy 

of literature and recent text mining work. First, we use quantitative , statis 
tical techniques to study te xts , in contrast to traditional study of texts. We 
do not tell readers about a new a priori criterion purporting to individuate 
the science fiction genre from others and support it with examples, cherry

picked or not. We articulate planned contrasts in terms of mean variance 

across word categories by genre and then show readers how we come to 
our quantitative profiles of three genres. Second, our method aims to test 
hypotheses of humanities scholars . Neither traditional genre theory nor, 
that we know of, recent quantitative literary research tests hypotheses. In 
our case, we deployed an analysis of variance for this purpose as opposed 

to more exploratory forms of data mining (see Jockers, 2014; or Moretti, 
2007; 2013) found in previous quantitative textual analysis such as factor 
analysis. This allowed us to put Suvin's formal analysis to the test. Not 
only can (some) literary scholars' ideas about genre be held to account 
with data, but, by demonstrating a new method, we show how. 

Despite these gains, our method has a number of limitations. Our 
texts were all in the English language. Our sampling of the three genres 
aimed to control for changes in language over time by virtue of selecting 

texts from the same narrow range of dates, but this limits our ability to 
draw conclusions about differences between the genres over time. Less 

obvious than these considerations, LIWC limits flexibility with its pre

fabricated parameters. (In fact, however, more ambitious researchers can 
code their own LIWC categories.) 

[A]s soon as I was old enough to emerge from the control of my 
teachers, I entirely abandoned the study ofletters. Resolving to 
seek no knowledge other than that which could be found in my
self or else in the great book of the world, I spent the rest of my 
youth traveling, ... For it seemed to me that much more truth 
could be found in the reasonings which a man makes concern
ing matters that concern him than in those which some scholar 
makes in his study about speculative matters . . .  [which] have 
no practical consequences and no importance for the scholar 
except that perhaps the further they are from common sense 
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the more pride he will take in them, since he will have had to 
use so much more skill and ingenuity in trying to render them 

plausible. 
-Descartes (1985, p. 115;ATVI 9-10) 

5. Conclusions for the Hard and Soft Humanities 
The future of data mining and quantitative analysis of texts in philosophy 
and history of philosophy is unfolding before us. Consider the InPho proj
ect at Indiana University (Murdock, 2014). James Murdock has compiled 
texts from a variety of philosophical sources and generated a topic model 
to represent weighted relationships between key themes. Topic modeling 
is a machine-learning based method of identifYing meaningful patterns 
of co-occurring words in collections of texts. Topic modeling tools iden
tifY clusters of words that have a high probability of occurring in similar 
textual contexts, and the resulting "topics" may be used for interpreting 
relationships between the texts in the collection or the words in the texts. 

This, like our study of genre theory reported above, may appear broad 
in brushstroke. But hard humanist text miners have additional ways of 
focusing on relationships between words. Our research team has built 
expertise in measuring refined relationships between two terms, more than 
two terms, and sets of terms. We use a dataset of 5.47 million characters 
from 96 classical Chinese texts across 13 genres dating from pre-Qin to 
post-Han times. We already have a topic model for that corpus, and we 
are now subjecting the topic model results to expert interpretation. For 

this stage we are involving specialists in ancient Chinese in the process by 
which we draw conclusions from our data. 

But topic models are exploratory; most historians of philosophy are 
interested in research questions with more precision than topic models can 
answer. None of our methods propose to interpret what Confucius meant 
by ":Er" in Analects 1.2. (Confucius did not write Analects 1.2, but that 
hasn't stopped some historians of philosophy from asking that, or that type 
of, question.) That sort of research concern is beyond text mining capa
bilities, in addition to being untestable. But we have developed methods 
to address relatively specific research questions. One pressing question 
in the history of Early Chinese philosophy revolves around the status of 
gods (or Gods). The terms tian 7:. and di 'Ill' refer to gods in ancient China 
(among other things), but there is wide disagreement about the nature of 
these gods in the sinological literature. (Our research team has written a 
handful of programs to allow us to discriminate between different uses of 
the same word, e.g. we separate uses of di that refer to the em peror from 
uses of di that refer to a su pernatural being.) This debate parallels Western 
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philosophical debates about the nature of God not only because it is ever
lasting and unresolved, but because the ground rules for the debate appear 
to shift with participants' cognitive and anti-religious biases. 

Using the methodological tools available in the Hard Humanities with 
texts qualifies such research as scientific due the research's replicability, 
its hypothesis-testing activity, and its public observability. But this alone 
does not make it of any enduring importance or genuine interest. Work in 
the Hard Humanities reaches this lofty height only when it informs the hy
potheses at is sue with research from the sciences . The reason Gottschall's 
(2004) research is so compelling is because he states his hypotheses in 
light of research on sex and gender in evolutionary psychology. In our 
case, experimental results in the cognitive science and evolutionary psy
chology of religion have shown that commitments to high gods are key 
catalysts of prosociality, altruism and in-group trust. ('High gods' refers to 
supremely powerful beings with interests in human morality and the abil
ity to punish.) Since these are necessary ingredients of a large-scale civil 
society like that found in China, we hypothesize that ancient Chinese texts 
contain evidence of strong associations between punishment terms and 
high gods terms, and a significantly weaker association between punish
ment terms and low gods terms. 

One further advantage of this study design is that this hypothesis, 
which we are testing, is mutually exclusive with the interpretation of the 
majority of sinologists (represented by Gernet, 1985 and Yu, 2007). The 
majority argues that tian and di are not high gods but rather were merely 
local gods and objects of ritual divination (Overmyer et a!., 1995), sha
manism (Ching, 1997), or ancestor reverence (Eno, 1990a; 1990b). As a 
result, if our hypothesis is confirmed, we disconfirm the majority interpre
tation. Likewise, if our hypothesis is disconfirmed, we confirm the major
ity interpretation. Either way, unlike such research as it would be carried 
out by psychologists, as humanists we are putting ourselves in a position 
to make a contribution to the humanistic study of Early Chinese thought. 

Whether we confirm or disconfirm our hypothesis about the nature of 
gods in ancient Chinese texts is much less important than is the introduc
tion of the method to the problem space. Likewise, perhaps statistical test
ing of LIWC data from our genre corpora is mistaken and we are wrong 
to think that our results confirmed Suvin's analysis. That is of course 
possible. But being science, others are free to replicate our results. We 
make our dataset available to other researchers . We walk readers through 
each step of the process by which we chose the statistical tests we did and 
how we came to the calculations we did. Like standard work in science, 
the formal versions of our papers provide readers with a eve rything the y 
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need to know to replicate our results. Even if we had dis confirmed Suvin's 
analysis, that is still progress since it implies that we need to go back to the 
drawing board with a new analysis. 

This recipe is lacking in the case of work in the Soft Humanities. For 
example, analytic philosophers often proceed on the basis of certain intu
itions to which they lay claim. These are private mental states affected by 
what someone has for breakfast, one's cultural background, the language 
one speaks, one's educational training, not to mention one's cognitive and 
social biases. After intuitions are traded, a long series of publications by 
one team are met pub for pub by members of another. This continues even 

though the epistemic value and reliability of the intuitions of privileged 
white hyper-cognitive males appears increasingly skewed in a strange di

rection (Swain et al., 2008; Knabe and Nichols, 2008). 
Suppose that philosophers cull the appeal to intuitions in their work. 

Would this along put philosophy back on the track to progress? Doubt
fully. Philosophy of religion aptly illustrates the way that many cogni
tive and motivational biases enter into 'philosophical' debate to thwart 
progress and foment factionalism (see Draper and Nichols, 2013). Much 
the same can be said of work in the history of philosophy, though it has a 
gigantic advantage over analytic and continental philosophy: the interpre
tations of historians of philosophy who endorse contrasting interpretations 
of Leibniz on aggregates are at least all constrained to the same set of 
texts , rather than to subjective appeal to 'intuitions'. Despite this, in his
tory of philosophy countless smart, well-educated people trained in origi
nal languages offer mutually inconsistent interpretations of the very same 
set of texts. This has become so pronounced in the case of interpreta
tions of texts ofLeibniz that some scholars are publishing elaborate tables 
that cross-reference who used which term in support of what interpretive 
theory (Hartz, 2006). 

It should, but insistently will not, go without saying that textual inter
pretation in the humanities is much, much more than its set of ossified re

search programs rooted in another millennium. It includes inducing light
bulb moments when undergraduates suddenly appreciate Adam's plea for 
forgiveness in Paradise Lost, Book X; training students to break through 
their critical thinking biases to understand Hume's argument from evil for 

the non-existence of God in Dialogues , Books X and XI; developing and 
using valuable language skills; fostering cross-cultural, cross-temporal 
communication, learning from others and their histories in order to self
improve. The humanities ought not be identified with the paralysis of the 
Soft Humanities research program, not at all. Besides this, make no mis
take: even Soft Humanities research methods involving the close reading 

16 

Hypothesis-testing of the Humanities 

of texts frequently have great value. On many occasions the careful study 
of texts issues in the writing of articles and books explaining complicated 
passages and arguments, articles that are valuable and progressive. This 
is true whether or not for each article of that sort there are 25 that are not. 

Applying scientific techniques to the study of texts in the emergent 
world of quantitative analysis and its sister methods in the Hard Humani
ties resists Dietrich's implications that philosophy does not progress. 
Though this changed in the early Nineteenth century, the history of philos
ophy once encompassed 'natural philosophy' and scientific methods. Phi
losophy can progress in part because it is self-correcting. This paper, even 
though it introduces and uses scientific methods, is no less philosophical 
for that. In the tradition of Eighteenth century empiricism-the area of 
expertise from which I am a recovering 'historian of philosophy,' in Kant's 
use of that term above, or in Descartes' implied use of it, below-this is 
what it often meant to do philosophy. 
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Thinking Hypothetically about Hypothesis-Testing 
in the Humanities 

E . M .  Dadlez 

University of Central Oklahoma 

Ryan Nichols (20 15) offers examples of ways in which hypotheses in the 
humanities can be confirmed or disconfirmed, both as a panacea against 
navel-gazing and as a means whereby the humanities can achieve a greater 
scientific respectability than it has hitherto. I am in sympathy with much 
of this endeavor, as I shall explain, but l may be more optimistic about just 
how much philosophical work is amenable to such approaches and about 
whether the less amenable portion is doomed to wallow in a Limbo of 

relativism, all possibility of progress stymied on that account. 

A Beginner's Approach to Quantitative Method for the 

Inexperienced Humanist 
I am somewhat in sympathy with Nichols' proposal in part because I at
tempted a technophobe's version of a quantitative approach toward the 
texts of Jane Austen when I wrote a book on Hume and Austen that was 
published in 2009. I should stress that nothing as sophisticated as a statis
tical software package was involved. But there are databases consisting 
of the texts of all of Austen's novels that are fully searchable and offer 
some access to Boolean search operators. One of the hypotheses advanced 
in my book was about the kinds of ethical stances adopted in the novels, 
about the sorts of assumptions made about the rightness of acts. What 
I was after here included not only the ethical stances of the characters 
themselves, the contrast between which and the ethical position assumed 
correct in the story often constituted the entirety of the plot, but the ethical 
position that the work presented as correct. My hypothesis was that the 
ethical position assumed correct throughout Austen's novels was closer 
to Hume and the utilitarians than it was to Kant and other deontologists. 
Since Hume and Austen were roughly of the same period (he died the 
year she was born) references to sympathy and sentiment and emotion 
were a foregone conclusion. These were a staple of ethical discussions 
of the period, in both novels and philosophical writing. But the question 
of utilitarian as opposed to deontological bias was another story, and not 
a foregone conclusion at all. Before going forward with the project, I 
identified vocabulary words and phrases with each position: 'duty' and 
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'principle' and their cognates on the one hand, and 'utility, ' 'usefulness' 
and related terms on the other. What I did was primitive, of course, and 
time-consuming as well. I had to cross-check every instance to rule out 
contexts unrelated to ethics, and to distinguish between character and om
niscient narrator positions. Austen's particular interest in virtues and vices 
notwithstanding (Hume's own brief departure from meta-ethics is mainly 
virtue oriented), the results were clearly slanted toward the utilitarian, par
ticularly in Austen's later work. I only mention these results in passing in 
my book. My main concern, since I knew Austen so well, was to make 
sure that I wasn't indulging in unconscious cherry-picking when I brought 
forward my evidence. And I am well aware that my selection of relevant 
vocabulary was not remotely scientific. If that had been the central focus 
in my book, an enormous amount of work would have had to be done in 
regard to the selection of appropriate search terms and phrases. I include 
my simple-minded example as evidence that the impulse toward this kind 
of approach to verification and confirmation can exist even in the most 
quantitative-method-phobic among us. 

Reflections on Nichols' Methods as a Remedy 

for Postmodern Approaches to Texts 
When it comes it literary analysis and interpretation, at least, whether 
from philosophical or critical perspectives, there is every reason to favor a 
method that appeals systematically to the text itself for confirmation, and 
that invokes shared understanding of the language as a common currency 
to underwrite the project. I make such an obvious point because there are 
analyses, though usually not philosophical ones, in which it is assumed 
that there is no distinction to be made between a particular sentence and 
the proposition it expresses, where meanings are reduced entirely to par
ticular utterances and any claim about the applicability or reference of the 
text to some aspect of the world or human nature (there is no human nature 
on this view) is deemed wrongheaded and banal. I am not even sure that 
I understand this approach, though I am happy to side with any inclined 
to oppose it. It seems, however, very clearly antithetical to Nichols' en
tire project. I am suggesting that Nichols' proposals about method could 
breathe new life into some aspects of literary criticism that seem to be 
locked in an unproductive kind of cycle. Indeed, such approaches to criti
cism are the very ones that literally never get anywhere, because they so 
strip a fictional text of any connection to reality that one is only permitted 
to consider it in isolation from anything else, an intricate word game with 
no greater purpose or significance than the way it makes one feel when one 
contemplates it. No wonder a lot of these people don't seem to enjoy read-
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ing. Masturbation looks a lot more efficient than the reading of literature 
on this position, given the transient payoff. 

The same can occur when some venerable philosophical text is 'inter
rogated' in a like spirit. I will tell a true story about my experience of the 
approach taken toward the allegory of the cave from Plato's Republic by 
the membership of a book club composed of wealthy professionals and a 
few trophy spouses. I was invited as a tame philosopher. (There was food. 
The food was really lovely, and I fell upon it as soon as circumstances 
permitted.) I managed, however, to annoy practically everyone there. The 
interpretation of the allegory favored by the group was that the fellow 
who escaped from the cave and then returned to enlighten his fellows was 
wholly unjustified in doing so. It was sadistic to deprive people of cher
ished illusions, was the group consensus. The former cave dweller was 
a bad person. Choking on my fifth mini quiche and gesticulating wildly, 
I gave the familiar interpretation of what I emphasized was an allego ry.  
This was not received well. The meanness and cruelty of the destroyer of 
illusions were dwelt on at length. Dark glances were cast at my quiche
crumb-encrusted person. In retrospect, my offense was the claim that 
there was actually a correct interpretation, superior to others. I was never 
asked back. The point of this example is simply to emphasize an attitude 
that prevails in some subsections of the humanities that all interpretations 
are equal, that they should be given equal weight as a matter of justice. 
In other words, I'm just using the example to illustrate a concrete case of 
what Nichols refers to in a footnote as 'facile relativism.' 

Alternative Methods to Promote Progress in the Humanities 
My own belief about the interpretation specifically of literary texts ( al
though the method employed can be altered to accommodate other kinds 
of narratives) has been that, while there may be more than one correct 
interpretation, there are clearly incorrect ones. Even keeping our discus
sion more or less within the confines of literary criticism and the philoso
phy of literature, it seems possible to deploy research methods that permit 
the confirmation or disconfirmation of hypotheses without resorting to a 
wholly ,quantitative approach. I don't think I'm alone among philosophers 
of literature in taking this tack. It offers, at minimum, a very basic method 
of confirmation and disconfirmation of interpretations that relies only on 
the states of affairs depicted in the text and the further states of affairs 
entailed by these. We could, if this is deemed preferable, adopt the termi
nology of David Lewis instead and speak of the propositions that are true 
in the fictional world, to which the aforementioned states of affairs corre
spond. The appeal here is to consistency and logic rather than quantitative 
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analysis, but it gets the work of disconfirmation done. The problem with 

fiction, part of the reason that the interpretation of a given work seems so 

often to be up for grabs, is that it seems clear that propositions can be true 

in the world of the work without being explicitly stated in the text. Fic

tional worlds cannot be maximally comprehensive. It is true in the world 

of Ted Sturgeon's More than Human, for instance, that people breathe air 
and that there's gravity even though neither of these things is explicitly 

stated in the text or listed among the convictions of the characters Janie 

or Lone. We infer such propositions from those that have been explicitly 

stated. In general, to hijack a method from Nicholas Wolterstorff (1980) 

that is comparable to that ofDavid Lewis (1978) but more readily describ
able in ordinary prose, we can include in the fictional world those states 

of affairs that would occur, were the states of affairs described in the text 

to occur. Variations on the method that do more to accommodate autho

rial intentions include in the fictional world those states of affairs the au
thor assumed his intended audience would believe would occur, were the 

events described in the work to occur. The latter method would allow us to 

import Freudian complexes into the world of Eugene O'Neill's Mourning 
Becomes Electra, but not into the world of Shakespeare's Hamlet, for in

stance. Such augmented fictional words, conceived here as complex states 

of affairs, form the backbone of most interpretations. Most extrapolations 
made on the basis of a given text aren't outright entailments. They are 
more or less probable inductive inferences. 

Take the world of the text of John Wyndham's Re-Birth, set in post

apocalyptic rural Labrador after a mysterious 'tribulation' has driven the 
remaining population of the region to adopt an extreme form of Christian 

fimdamentalism that punishes any form of genetic mutation or deviation 

from the norm. Consider that, though the form this tribulation took is 

only hinted at, the likeliest explanation is a nuclear holocaust, given re

ported sightings of glassy wastes, the faintly glowing remnants of cities, 
and reactions to exposure to such places that closely resemble radiation 

sickness. But such effects could reasonably be put down to several differ

ent causes as well. Other weapons could lead to similar destruction, and 

genetic mutations are attributable to more than one source. Similar kinds 
of inferences could be made about the character of Joseph Strorm, the fa

ther of the main character David, a religious zealot who turns against his 

own children and moves to hunt them down once it is discovered that they 

both harbor a mutation in the form of psychic ability. There are several 
plausible extrapolations that could be made about his motives and about 

the sources of his excessive hostility. Strorm's own brother was cast forth 

from the community for a late-developing mutation, the reader eventually 
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discovers. Strorm may therefore have been particularly invested in eradi

cating any evidence of bad blood or divine disfavor with respect to his 

bloodline. Alternatively, Strorm may have felt that his son's and daugh

ter's concealment of their deviation, as well as the deviation itself, con

stituted a betrayal by those he had a right to trust most, in which case his 

hostility begins to look like a form of personal retribution. These extrapo

lations give us two different Joseph Strorms, the first far more invested in 

political expediency than the second. Both are consistent with the states 

of affairs in the world of the work. But it's pretty clear that interpreta

tions conceived in this way can sometimes be dismissed as false, when 

they are inconsistent with states of affairs in the work's world, and can be 

comparatively evaluated as more or less probable, given the underlying 

extrapolations and inferences. An interpretation based on the assumption 

that Strorm suffered from schizophrenia is wildly less probable and could 

be dismissed out of hand, for instance. 

One would still have to adjudicate, of course, between interpretations 

formulated on the basis of counterfactuals with anecedents tied to prob
able authorial assumptions and those whose antecedents were not based 

around such assumptions at all. These methods of extrapolation and in

terpretation could yield radically incompatible results. Wolterstorff offers 

a splendid example of just such incompatibility. Leslie Fiedler's (1948) 

provocatively entitled article "Come Back to the Raft Ag'in Huck Hon
ey!" features a good many inferences about the homoeroticism of Huck 

and Jim's relationship, based on the behavior described, as for instance 
the endearments used, in the world of Mark Twain's Huckleberry Finn. 
Extrapolations based on what Twain assumed his intended audience would 

believe, on the other hand, do not appear to yield such conclusions at all. 

I don't think it is fair to assume that such disagreements would invariably 

tum out to be virtual toss-ups, depending on where one stood regarding the 

intentionalist fallacy. There are still arguments one could have respecting, 

for instance, the use oflanguage and specific endearments in different time 

periods. And it seems perfectly possible to engage in comparative evalua
tion of counterfactuals that allows a species of ranking, at least. 

Scie.nce fiction poses particular difficulties when we consider systems 

of inference and extrapolation, since it frequently confronts us with appar

ently impossible states of affairs featuring time travel or physics-defying 
spaceship drives. It is not clear that it makes sense to talk about what 

we believe would occur, were something we think impossible to occur, 
especially since it is likewise unclear that we can imagine what we can't 

conceive. But the state of affairs of there being a physics-defying space

ship drive entails there being an engine or means oflocomotion. The state 
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of affairs of there being a Madeleine-L'Engle-style tesseract entails there 
being individuals who have changed location. Extrapolations and infer
ences based on these more general states of affairs appear to be entirely 
unproblematic. Fictional situations involving Ripley's encounters with 
the eponymous Alien entail situations involving encounters with a fierce 
and dangerous predator. It seems, therefore, that comparative evaluation 
is equally possible in the case of science fiction scenarios. 

Certainly, standard methods of critical and logical assessment are 
available to test hypotheses in much of the humanities. Consider for in
stance Daniel Garber's application of just such methods to a causal claim 
made by an individual presenting a hypothesis about the effects of bur
geoning empiricism on journalistic excesses in the late seventeenth and 
the eighteenth century. A spectacular and wildly entertaining PowerPoint 
of newspaper stories about women giving birth to large litters of rabbits 
was offered in order to illustrate the contention. "But," asked Dan Garber 
during the question and answer session afterward, "were there no such sto
ries prior to the rise of empiricism?" There were, he was told, many such 
stories in the papers prior to the period in question. They just appeared 
earlier for different reasons (none of which the presenter could be troubled 
to explain). Every philosopher in the auditorium (including Garber) was 
momentarily paralyzed by the speaker's apparently being oblivious to the 
fact that the hypothesis on which her entire book rested had just been ei
ther disconfirmed or undermined. Most of the non-philosophers did not 
appear to notice. Yet is was pretty clear that the thesis wasn't merely 
about an interesting correlation. The hypothesis was that empiricism led 
to just such journalistic excesses as those depicted. In such cases at least, 
it seems that the methods of any garden variety logic class would not be 
out of place. 

On Whether Philosophy and the History of 

Philosophy Make No Progress 
So far I have been waving the flag in support of logic and quantitative 
method as providing a means for hypothesis-testing in philosophy and the 
humanities in general. Nichols himself believes that the kind of systematic 
critical thinking required in philosophy has general benefits and, I would 
add, probably proves useful in the evaluation and criticism of hypotheses. 
But then there is the Aristotle-goes-to-college problem and the depressing 
light it casts on the study of philosophy: 
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You might think that Kautianism is true. The person on your 
right might think that Consequentialism is true, and the one on 
your left that Virtue Theory is true. . . .  But scholarly disagree

ment does not show that philosophy or history of philosophy 
makes progress. When lots of intelligent people disagree about 
the truth of basic statements in a discipline, then it is highly 
likely that the process by which the truth of theories is adju
dicated is subjective. The process of evaluating philosophical 
interpretations of texts often involves dragging one's cognitive 
and social biases over to the ideas at issue then applying undis
ciplined critical thinking. Standard methods in the humanities 
allow scholars to make little to no progress. (Nichols, 2015, pp. 
5-6) 

This is depressing to hear for someone who teaches ethics, but it's certainly 
true that a large part of ethics has of late been a battle between the conse
quentialists and deontologists on one level and the Kantians and Humeans 
on the other. This certainly looks like a case of dueling intuitions with no 
ultimate resolution in sight. Personally, I think that the deontologists and 
Kantians have the wrong end of the stick, but agreement among intelligent 
well-educated people seems virtually impossible to achieve. Then again, 
it's value theory. At the very least, if intuition pumps are doing their work, 
the study of ethics lets one know where one's intuitions are and about the 
kinds of things to which they would commit one, if consistency were ap
pealed to. Moreover, even such entrenched debates don't rule out either 
the possibility of hypothesis-testing or of occasional agreement. 

I will close by offering an example of one way in which hypothesis
testing might enter on the scene. Consider, for instance the supposition 
put forward by A.J. Ayer and a lot earlier by David Hume that many mor
al disagreements may turn out to be disagreements about matters of fact 
rather than genuine disagreements about values. Well then, disagreements 
about matters of fact are at least in principle amenable to testing. Let us 
say that half the students in my (conservative, Oklahoman) Contemporary 
Moral Problems class oppose the SNAP program, initially on the ground 
that there is no obligation to help others, that people benefitting from the 
program do not really need it, and that social programs in general prevent 
people from fending for themselves and foster dependency and incompe
tence. Assume that the other half of the students support SNAP, on the 
ground that we are obligated to help those who carmot help themselves 
when we can and when it will harm neither us nor them to do so. It is easy 
enough to assign different ethical categories to the disputants in the above 
case, but any real life discussion will quickly reveal that much of the dis-
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agreement in the case concerns matters of fact. The first group assumes 
that most people benefitting from SNAP are free riders. The second group 
assumes that nearly none are. All of the first group's assumptions about 
the exploitation of taxpayers and the fostering of parasitism depend on 
the assumption that people are taking help when they don't really need to. 
Moreover, these students usually stop thinking that we're never obligated 
to help anyone when confronted with a desperate child. They don't want 
to help able-bodied adults who are clearly capable of taking care of them
selves. They simply assume that these represent the majority of SNAP 
recipients. The second group assumes that SNAP beneficiaries have few 
or no alternatives and that very few beneficiaries exploit the system. The 
question about free riders is empirical, and testable. There are ways of 
finding out what studies have been done on the matter, what percentage 
of beneficiaries have children, and so on. Pursuing such information is 
enormously better than getting bogged down in an argument based on in
compatible empirical claims, as a fair number of political and ethical dis
agreements turn out to be. It is, moreover, at least in lower level classes, 
enormously helpful to tease out such empirical assumptions and draw at
tention to them, since talk of principles often conceals empirical assump
tions that could be but have not been tested. 
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1. Introduction 
I write in both partial strong agreement with Ryan Nichols' article "Hy
pothesis-testing of the Humanities: The Hard and Soft Humanities as Two 
Emerging Cultures" (20 15), and what I believe is partial strong disagree
ment. Nichols has pointed to a set of empirical tools that will be essential 
to improving philosophical work: we can be more precise, provide more 
useful evidence, and settle certain empirical issues embedded in philo
sophical debates through the sorts of methods Nichols recommends for en
hancing the arguments for and, then, testing philosophical claims. Thus, 
I strongly agree with him on the need for these tools, how they can be 
useful, and why some philosophical work has been, in important senses, 
lacking without them. 

At the same time, I believe there is a clear limitation to the negative 
position ofNichols' paper. Nichols argues that philosophical progress has 
been severely limited in the past. Nichols, I believe, sees the empirical 
tools he utilizes in his work as providing a rescue, of sorts, for philosophi
cal progress. In my disagreement with Nichols, I will argue that there are 
two possible responses to Nichols' negative claims: either the problems 
are so entrenched in philosophical work that his recommended tools will 
not save philosophy, or the problems of progress are not as bad as they 
seem. I will argue for this disjunction in a simple fashion. Much of what 
uniquely qualifies as philosophical knowledge is a priori. This creates 
limitations on the use of empirical tools to settle philosophical debates or 
even test conclusions. Given these limitations, if the problems Nichols 
points to are too deeply entrenched, then the problems will remain. If, 
as I hope to indicate, the problems do not run that deep, then Nichols' 
recommended tools will assist with what is a real, though defeasible prob
lem. Now, I say I only believe I stand in partial strong disagreement with 
Nichols because I am unsure how deeply entrenched Nichols thinks the 
problems of philosophy run. If he is merely offering these tools to help 
with a less severe problem than I took his presentation to imply, then our 
disagreement may end up being much less pronounced. 
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2. Philosophical Methodology: A Brief Breakdown 
I do not intend to say anything terribly interesting about philosophical 
methodology. It is though important to note that almost any substantial 

work in philosophy (as well as many less substantial works) will consist 
of three elements: empirical data, intuition, and a priori analysis of the data 
and intuition. While we can think of works that relied almost entirely on 
either empirical data or intuition, it is hard to imagine a work counting as 
philosophy without some kind of a priori analysis. Even Hume's problem 
of induction inherently involves a priori reasoning about the nature of in
duction and its limitations : Hume certainly didn't induce that induction 
was a problem by looking at numerous instances of past induction fail
ures and then inferring that induction would be problematic in the future. 

Of course, Hume couldn't have done that since in the past, induction has 

served us quite well. 
Again, this isn't to say anything profound. It is just to point to a clear 

limitation to the types of data mining and other empirical techniques that 
Nichols recommends. What these techniques are likely to help philoso
phers do is to shift from a reliance on intuition due to a greater availability 
of distinct types of empirical data. And to the extent that intuition is reli
ant on a great deal of biases, including racial, gender, class, sexuality, and 
other identity-based biases, we will surely do well to move away from too 
much reliance on intuitions (Nichols, 2015, pp. S-6). So, to that extent, 
this shifting Nichols recommends would be a progressive move. 

Yet, the shifting cannot rid us of the a priori and leave us working as 
philosophers. What Nichols appears interested in, though, is not replac
ing the a priori aspects of philosophy, but in locating those a priori claims 
whose truth can be tested by empirical means. These are the claims, alleg
edly, where genuine progress can be made in philosophy. And that is how 
it is with the example Nichols gives us. Darko Suvin (1978) has provided 
a defining analysis of the science fiction geme that is testable through an 
empirical analysis of highly rated science fiction novels: Namely, Suvin 
claims that works of science fiction involve representations of cognition 
nested within estranged environments. This claim could be tested by look
ing for a greater use of cognitive language in science fiction and a less
er use of language that indicates familiar environments. Nichols, Justin 
Lyun, and Benjamin Grant Purzycki (2014) perform that test and appear 
to confirm Suvin's claim about what it means for a novel to count as sci
ence fiction. 

Of course, there is neither reason to think that all a priori claims are 
testable in principle nor that there is anything preferable about a priori 
claims that are indeed testable. Nor do I think that Nichols claims other-
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wise on either point.' Yet, more importantly, it is also not clear that when 
a priori claims are testable that such testing necessarily provides definitive 
results. The alternative explanation for defining the science fiction geme 
that Nichols provides-one that is much less testable--is John Rieder's 
(2010) kitchen-sink definition where science fiction is determined by a 
diverse group of individuals to have a large number of distinct identifYing 
traits, none of which quite meet the criteria for being necessary or jointly 
sufficient conditions. Of course, the supposed problem with this kitchen
sink definition-the lack of testable parameters-is the very thing that 
keeps it from having been defeated by Nichols et a!. 's empirical results. 
There is, after all, nothing inconsistent with Rieder's definition and the 
average (or best of, as the case may be) science fiction novel having the 
right amount of words as predicted by Suvin's definition. In fact, it re
mains, even after this empirical data is accounted for, possible for Rieder, 
or someone else, to point to some seminal piece of science fiction that fails 
the word counting test but that we all agree ought to count as science fic
tion. It is surely even likely that this counter-example exists-there may 
even be numerous ones. 

That being said, I do not think we can discount the importance of 
Nichols' results in this instance. I am more inclined to believe Suvin's 
definition because of these results, and I likely would remain so inclined 
even when Rieder, or someone on his behalf, one day produces the first 
notable counter-example. Nichols' evidence adds to the empirical data 
that makes up an important element of the philosophical analysis over this 
issue. I do not wish to dismiss the importance of Nichols' points given 
that empirical data is an important part of philosophical analysis. But, I 
am here giving you my intuitions: my intuition is that Nichols' empirical 
data ought to overcome a salient counter-example or two. Of course, at 
a certain point, as additional and notable counter-examples are provided, 
my intuitions are likely to change. At some point, I am likely to buy the 
a priori reasoning that moves me from Suvin's precise conditions to the 
more inclusive kitchen-sink definition that can incorporate Suvin's points. 
For good or bad, empirical data is not decisive in philosophy. There are a 
plethora of responses for the kitchen-sink proponent, or the proponent of 
some third method of picking out the science fiction geme, in the face of 
Nichols' data, which means we still lack definitive progress on defining the 
science fiction geme. 

Given this limitation, the problems Nichols points to for philosophy 
would not be eradicated by merely pointing to empirical data. Philoso
phy already uses empirical data, and finding new ways to augment such 
data certainly helps philosophical progress. But if philosophy were in a 
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devastating hole, then more empirical data alone certainly couldn't get us 
out of that hole. If we, as an entire discipline, were incapable of progress, 
greater empirical data could not save us. We would still have to make 
a priori reasoning an essential element of our work, and we would still 
need a priori reasoning to convince us that the conclusions bolstered by 
enhanced empirical data were the right ones. If there were truly a problem 
that our discipline makes no discernable progress, Nichols would be un
able to save us. I will argue next, though, that the problem may not be as 
grave as it seems. 

3. A Defense of Philosophical Progress 
I cannot here establish that philosophy makes significant progress as a 
discipline. But, I can give some support for two claims. The first claim 
is just the straightforward claim: there has been a good deal of progress in 

philosophy. The second claim is that the appearance that the first claim is 
false is explainable by our concentration on negative cases and the unfair 

comparison with the sciences. 
I think it is important to note that most philosophers can point to clear 

and positive progress in their own fields. Now, I will try to give some 
general examples, but probably any example I give will be contentious to 
some limited extent, which may make it appear that my examples defeat 
my point. I will though explain away these worries when I turn to my sec
ond claim where I explain why these problems appear worse than they are. 

Much of philosophy has involved a great deal of progress.' Numer
ous philosophical theories have been left behind: few of us today take 
Platonic forms seriously in general (though some philosophers may find 
use for them in particular fields, such as philosophy of math), few of us 
buy Hobbes' political philosophy even if we recognize the importance of 
teaching it, Berkeley-style idealism is not taken overly seriously (though 
related theories may still be in vogue), logical positivism has passed into 

the night, and, in ethics, hedonistic utilitarianism and divine command the
ory are rarely taken seriously any more. On a positive side, there are also 
clear victories: in logic, there are verifiable results and identifiably correct 
claims, Marx's analysis of capitalism (though it may have produced some 
predictions that have not come true due to global changes) provides us 
a good deal of information about how capitalism works, inferential se
mantics has provided numerous useful results in various fields outside of 
philosophy, and philosophy has helped us to understand the wrongness 
of various forms of bigotry-much of which, other than speciesism, may 
be taken to be trivial today, but that appearance of triviality was certainly 
helped by philosophical progress, such as in feminist philosophy. 
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Of course, there's some extent to which my claim that much of phi
losophy has progressed is somewhat testable. We could poll philosophers 
on how much philosophical progress they believe the discipline has made. 

We could ask them to name instances that they count as progress, and see 
what results. Obviously I have made no such study, but I would wager that 
we would discover a good amount more progress than is usually attributed 
to philosophy. 

Not having any such results in front of me, I can only go by my intu
ition that I think philosophy has progressed as a field-surely more than 
other humanities, but also much slower than the sciences. That being said, 
ifl'm right, I owe an explanation as to why it seems our field has not suf
ficiently progressed. I will offer two such explanations: we overly focus 
on the cases with a lack of progress and the comparison with the sciences 
is unfair given the disanalogies across the fields. 

First, I think it is important to note that instances where almost no 
progress occurs stand out. It is surprising that certain issues have not 
been resolved over several hundred years. While there are some ethical 
theories that appear to be out of the running, the debate over what is the 
correct ethical theory is surely nowhere near being finalized. The fact that 
we have not resolved this issue with over 2000 years of top philosophers 
working on it is quite notable. But there are still a good number of issues 
in ethics that have been resolved. It is perfectly natural to have one's mind 
concentrate on the large areas where we have not progressed versus the 
numerous instances of genuine progress. 

More importantly, philosophy cannot progress in quite the way sci
ence does because the contrast plays too much to science's advantage. 
Both the methodology of science and the content of scientific study makes 
science the area where progress is more likely to occur and be completed 
more definitively. 

It is fairly trivial to point out that as technology progresses, so does 
science. Scientists can study their material more accurately, more fully, 
and with greater speed the more technology develops to aid them in their 
tasks. It is just as trivial to note that technology has a much slower influ
ence on philosophy. Sure, we can produce works more quickly on com
puters than typewriters. These works might be better edited as a result. 
Are they more philosophically rich? Hard to say, but it is at least possible 
that the technology contributes something by increasing production and 
dissemination speeds. Technological changes that improve philosophy are 
few and far between, and they are neither certain producers of better qual
ity philosophy, nor do incremental changes in these forms of technology 
imply similar changes in the philosophy. While I am certainly happy I 
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did not type this response on a typewriter, I doubt that I'm doing better 
philosophy in any clear sense just because I am working on a newer laptop 
than I used four years ago. 

Of course, it is also important, as Nichols' points out, that science has 
empirically verifiable results. Things in the world provide the content for 
scientific study. And since we have perceptual access to a large number 
of things in the world, much of science is readily testable. And that surely 
produces greater progress more quickly. 

While some conclusions in philosophy may yield to some amount of 
empirical testing, much of philosophy has not been and will continue not 
to be. The content of philosophical study largely lies in the parts of the 
world, and life, that are not readily accessible. Yet, much of what lies 
beyond sense perception matters deeply: the nature of reality, the nature 
of meaning, justice, morality, etc. We just cannot progress on these sorts 
of matters at the kind of rates that someone studying things perceptible in 
the world can. 

While I doubt these distinctions makes progress impossible since we 
can still come to identifiable consensuses among experts, it will certainly 
be much slower to produce. In my partial agreement with Nichols, I do 
want to recognize that philosophy cannot progress in the way science can 
when our results are not empirically testable in the same sort of way. What 
I want to deny though is that this means we carmot progress in any mean
ingful way. We will always progress more slowly than science, but that's 
not to deny the importance of our progress. 

Now, to the extent that Nichols is seeking additional methods that will 
assist the works in our field to progress at a slightly faster rate, then I 
completely applaud his work. I am less sure how much Nichols thinks the 
lack of progress is unavoidable due to empirically untestable conclusions. 

If his position is that we ought to disengage from making empirically un
testable conclusions or from areas where we are almost certain to end up 
making untestable conclusions, then I think he is selling philosophical 
progress short. Of course, as I said, my conclusion that there is much 
more progress in philosophy than it appears is itself somewhat testable, 
so maybe that's our first step to figure out how bad the problems Nichols 
points to in fact are. 3 

Notes 

1 In Nichols' response to these comments, he made clear that he does be
lieve that claims that are testable are in principle preferable, in some sense, to 
claims that are not. It is not clear to me, however, whether this claim ofNichols is 
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itself testable, or whether it is merely intuitive. 

2 Conversations with Jon Cogburn greatly assisted with the development of 
the examples found in this paragraph. 

• 
3 Thanks to Ryan Nichols for providing an illuminative and thought provok

mg paper. I also learned quite a bit from Eva Dadlez's insightful comments on 

Nichols' paper. Finally, my response was greatly aided by conversations with Jon 
Cogburn and Mona Rocha. 

Works Cited 

Nichols, Ryan, Justin Lynn, and Benjamin G. Purzyck:i. (2014) A Science of Sci
ence Fiction: Applying Quantitative Methods to Genre Individuation. Scien
tific Study of Literature 4(1): 25-45. 

Nichols, Ryan. (2015) Hypothesis-testing of the Humanities: The Hard and Soft 
Humanities as Two Emerging Cultures. Southwest Philosophy Review 3 1(1): 
1-19. 

Rieder, John. (20 1 0) On Defrning SF, or Not. Science Fiction Stud-
ies 1 1 (37): 191-209. Found online at: http://www.strangehorizons. 
com/20 13/20 130826/2rieder-a.shtml. 

Suvin, Darko. (1978) On What Is and Is Not an SF Narration; With a List of 101  
Victorian Books That Should Be Excluded From SF Bibliographies. Science 
Fiction Studies 5(1): 45-57. Found online at: http://www.depauw.edu/sfs/ 
back:issues/14/suvin14art.htm. 

35 


