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Abstract

Comparative studies scholars believe that the most difficult challenge facing
researchers in this field, first and foremost, is the possibility or impossibility of
comparability between different traditions, cultures, and schools of thought. This
difficulty manifests itself most notably in the field of comparative research in
philosophy and theology. Philosophers engaged in comparative explorations of
texts and cultures of ancient philosophical traditions have found themselves
confronted with a plethora of terms and vocabulary for which finding equivalents
has been very difficult. In this essay, with reference to three types of
incommensurability—fundamental, evaluative, and linguistic—we will address
two general approaches regarding the possibility or impossibility of linguistic
incommensurability. On the one hand, we will refer to the view of those like
Davidson, who, in contrast to those like Maclntyre, defend the commensurability
and reject the incommensurability between different traditions and cultures. On the
other hand, we will critique and evaluate these two general approaches. In the issue
of linguistic incommensurability, the emphasis is on whether it is still possible to
compare cultures, traditions, and schools of thought arising from them, given the
different terms, language, and contexts in which they are formed in different
cultures.
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Introduction

The most complex issue in comparative research is that there is no neutral criterion upon which we
can describe and evaluate different traditions that are culturally distinct from one another. Without a
common vocabulary or standards, different traditions and cultures cannot be compared with each
other, nor will it be possible to evaluate them in relation to each other. The result of such comparison
will be misunderstanding and disagreement. This problem, known as incommensurability, is a
fundamental challenge in comparative research. Incommensurability has various dimensions, which
are mentioned in the fourth section of this study. In this essay, we aim to examine the issue of
linguistic incommensurability: Can the way people who speak different languages understand reality
not be compared with each other? To what extent can linguistic difference impede the formation of
comparative research in various fields, especially in the humanities? How important are specific terms
when comparing traditions or cultures written in different languages? Specifically, regarding the last
question, various disputes have arisen. Some researchers in comparative philosophy have argued that
if Westerners today read a text like the Analects of Confucius, it is foolish for them to ask what
Confucius's view was on democracy or human rights. As Henry Rosemont states, "The only way to
indicate what an author means by a concept is to find a word that explains that concept in the author's
text. Thus, one cannot say that so-and-so has put forward theory x or supports the principles of x if
there is no x in the language in which that author wrote his work" (Rosemont, 1988, 41).

Background of the Term Incommensurability

Ancient Greece The term incommensurability has a complex history. It has been used both in
philosophical research, outside of its comparative type, and in non-philosophical research. The story of
incommensurability begins in fifth-century BC Greece with a school founded by Pythagoras.
Pythagorean mathematicians believed that for any two units of length, there exists a third, smaller unit
that can be used to divide both units; however, one of the members of this school, Hippasus of
Metapontum, discovered that he could refute this belief by showing that the diagonal of a square is
incommensurable with its side (Havil, 2012, 19). According to an account in historical sources, the
Pythagoreans were very upset with Hippasus because, by revealing his discovery, he promoted a
different position against them. Therefore, they expelled him from their city and considered him dead.
(Another account states that they threw him into the sea and he drowned).

Kuhn's the Structure of Scientific Revolutions

The philosophical discussion about incommensurability began with Thomas Kuhn's The Structure of
Scientific Revolutions in 1962. This book was one of the most influential philosophical works of the
twentieth century. The initial spark for writing this book ignited in Kuhn's mind when he was studying
Avristotle's physics as a student. He sought to establish a connection between Aristotle's view of motion
and Newtonian mechanics, but he was disappointed. Despite the considerable effort he spent trying to
understand Aristotle's text, it seemed that Aristotle could not be a rival to Newton. Although
Aristotle's physics was complex, Kuhn continued to study it.

Incommensurability and Comparative Research

It seems that Kuhn's concept of incommensurability can also be applied to matters such as ethical and
metaphysical worldviews. For example, the Christian worldview deals with specific terms such as sin,
evil, and faith, which are only meaningful to others if they accept the Christian worldview. People
with different religious backgrounds also have different views on defending their positions, on how to
judge a particular ethical claim, or on what an ideal society looks like. Do most such discussions end
with each side thinking it is right and the other side is wrong? This discussion becomes even more
difficult when such worldviews are k. [presented/discussed/raised] in diverse cultural frameworks.
Almost with regard to the three types of incommensurability that Kuhn mentioned between different
paradigms in the book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, it can be said that traditions, views, or
theories in different cultures are incommensurable in three ways:
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1. Linguistic Incommensurability: Philosophical, ethical, or theological traditions from different
cultures are based on distinct languages that are not translatable into each other.

2. Fundamental Incommensurability: The foundations that traditions use to explain the world
around them are so different from each other that people belonging to these traditions can hardly
understand each other.

3. Evaluative Incommensurability: There is no rational criterion based on which we can determine
whether a view or worldview in one tradition is superior to a view or worldview in another
tradition.

Conclusion

In light of the foregoing, it can be argued that even if we do not accept radical incommensurability,
paying attention to the fact that other traditions and cultures may not be compatible with our own
tradition and culture in some respects will help us to have a better experience in comparative research.
Attention to untranslatability can save us from the notion that we understand the conceptual term of
another tradition or culture simply because we have an understanding of its translation into English or
Persian. By comparing the terms of our own ancient culture with terms in languages that have an
ancient philosophical culture and civilization, such as Chinese and English, it seems that these terms
have the same meaning for us under the same conditions, and are comparable to each other, although,
with more focus on these terms, different differences will become apparent. Therefore, although we
may never have a complete understanding of how different cultural traditions employ a particular
term, we can at least listen more carefully to the words and perspectives of these traditions and learn
something.
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