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4 MEANING

these questions concern the sociological phenomenon “‘sci-
ence,” they are of a very specml type as compared with
the form of questions occurring in general sociology.
What makes this difference? It is usually said that this
is a difference of internal and external relations between
those human utterances the whole of which is called
“knowledge.” Internal relations are such as belong to the
content of knowledge, which must be realized if we want
to understand knowledge, whereas external relations com-
bine knowledge with utterances of another kind which do
not concern the content of knowledge. Epistemology,
then, is interested in internal relations only, whereas
sociology, though it may partly consider internal relations,
always blends them with external relations in which this
science is also interested. A sociologist, for instance, might
report that astronomers construct huge observatories con-
taining telescopes in order to watch the stars, and in such
a way the internal relation between telescopes and stars
enters into a sociological description. The report on con-
temporary astronomy begun in the preceding sentence
might be continued by the statement that astronomers are
frequently musical men, or that they belong in general to
the bourgeois class of society if these relations do not inter-
est epistemology, it is because they do not enter into the
contentof science—they are what we call external relations.
Although this distinction does not furnish a sharp line
of demarcation, we may use it for a first indication of the
design of our investigations. We may then say the de-
scriptive task of epistemology concerns the internal struc-
ture of knowledge and not the external features which ap-
pear to an observer who takes no notice of its content.
We must add now a second distinction which concerns
psychology. The internal structure of knowledge is the
system of connections as it is followed in thinking. From
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such a definition we might be tempted to infer that episte-
mology is the giving of a description of thinking processes;
but that would be entirely erroneous. There is a great
difference between the system of logical interconnections
of thought and the actual way in which thinking processes
are performed. The psychological operations of thinking
are rather vague and fluctuating processes; they almost
never keep to the ways prescribed by logic and may even
skip whole groups of operations which would be needed for
a complete exposition of the subject in question. That is
valid for thinking in daily life, as well as for the mental
procedure of a man of science, who is confronted by the task
of finding logical interconnections between divergent ideas
about newly observed facts; the scientific genius has never
felt bound to the narrow steps and prescribed courses of
logical reasoning. It would be, therefore, a vain attempt to
construct a theory of knowledge which is at the same time
logically complete and in strict correspondence with the
psychological processes of thought. Epistemology is not psychology
The only way to escape this difficulty is to distinguish
carefully the task of epistemology from that of psychology.
Epistemology does not regard the processes of thinking in
their actual occurrence; this task is entirely left to psychol-
ogy. What epistemology intends is to construct thinking
processes in a way in which they ought to occur if they are
to be ranged in a consistent system; or to construct justi-
fiable sets of operations which can be intercalated between
the starting-point and the issue of thought-processes, re-
placing the real intermediate links. Epistemology thus
considers a logical substitute rather than real processes.
For this logical substitute the term rational reconstruction
has been introduced;'it seems an appropriate phrase to indi-

* The term rationale Nachkonstruktion was used by Carnap in Der logische
Aufbau der Welt (Berlin and Leipzig, 1928).

Rational reconstruction, misused by Lakatos.
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6 MEANING

cate the task of epistemology in its specific difference from
the task of psychology. Many false objections and mis-
understandings of modern epistemology have their source
in not separating these two tasks; it will, therefore, never
be a permissible objection to an epistemological construc-
tion that actual thinking does not conform to it.

In spite of its being performed on a fictive construction,
we must retain the notion of the descriptive task of
epistemology. The construction to be given is not arbi-
trary; it 1s bound to actual thinking by the postulate of
correspondence. It is even, in a certain sense, a better way
of thinking than actual thinking. In being set before the
rational reconstruction, we have the feeling that only now
do we understand what we think; and we admit that the
rational reconstruction expresses what we mean, properly
speaking. It is a remarkable psychological fact that there
is such an advance toward understanding one’s own
thoughts, the very fact which formed the basis of the
maeutic of Socrates and which has remained since that
time the basis of philosophical method; its adequate sci-
entific expression is the principle of rational reconstruc-
tion.

If a more convenient determination of this concept of ra-
tional reconstruction is wanted, we might say that it cor-
responds to the form in which thinking processes are com-
municated to other persons instead of the form in which
they are subjectively performed. The way, for instance, in
which a mathematician publishes a new demonstration, or
a physicist his logical reasoning in the foundation of a new
theory, would almost correspond to our concept of ra-
tional reconstruction; and the well-known difference be-
tween the thinker’s way of finding this theorem and his
way of presenting it before a public may illustrate the
difference in question. I'shall introduce the terms context of
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