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The Principle of Charity in Interpreting Scientific Theory:  
A Meta-Theoretical Polemic Against Theoretical Polemics 

Walter Schroyens (Walter.Schroyens@Ugent.be)

I proffer the ‘principle of charity’ as a fundamental guiding 
principle in interpreting theories communicated to us via 
scientific papers. The principle (named by Neil Wilson) 
conveys that when interpreting another speaker we should 
make those assumptions about his intelligence, knowledge, 
sense of relevance and so on, that will make most of what he 
says come out true. In Donald Davidson's work it often 
appears in terms of the injunction to optimise agreement 
between ourselves and those we interpret, that is, it counsels 
us to interpret speakers as holding true beliefs (true by our 
lights at least) wherever it is plausible to do. As David Vessey 
stated it; “the intuition behind the principle of charity is that if 
we interpret a sentence in such a way as to render it 
unintelligible, this is likely a sign of a poor interpretation 
rather than an accurate interpretation of an unintelligible 
view.” Too often critics shun the principle of charity; thus 
often creating spurious contrast. Given my expertise, I here 
present an analysis of uncharitable interpretations made by 
critics of the mental-model theory; in part within the context 
of proffering an opposing theory.  

“Basic conditionals have mental models representing the 
possibilities in which their antecedents are satisfied, but only 
implicit model for possibilities in which their antecedents are 
not satisfied” (Johnson-Laird & Byrne, p. 2002, p. 655).  This 
“implicit-model principle” (a.k.a., initial-model principle) 
means that <if A then C> is initially represented by an explicit 
model of both <A> and <C> being true. Alternative 
possibilities <…> remain implicit: {<A C>; <…>}.  Other 
processing principles articulate that when reasoners go 
beyond the initial representation, content and context aid the 
process of looking for alternatives to the initial model. 
Depending on context and context, people will reason 
towards different interpretations of the conditional.  Johnson-
laird and Byrne (2002, p. 650) also has the ‘core meaning’ 
principle. “The antecedent of a basic conditional describes a 
possibility, at least in part, and the consequent can occur in 
this possibility. … The core meaning of If A then C is the 
conditional interpretation, which refers to the 
possibilities:”{<A C>; <Not-A C>; <Not-A not-C>}. This 
core-meaning principle in particular has received many 
uncharitable criticisms.  

Any interpreter of Johnson-laird and Byrne (2002) must 
deal with the relationship between the implicit-model and 
core-meaning principle. The first one states that (ab initio) 
there is one explicit model; the latter states there are three 
explicit models. So what is it: one or three? Intellectual 
charity requires we come to an interpretation in which the 
principles are compatible. Without this we relegate Johnson-
Laird and Byrne to self-contradictory inconsistency. We 
cannot presume any thinker is fully internally consistent (even 
though we should strive for such), but this self-contradiction 
is just too obvious. It is indeed easy to make sense of the 
relationship between the initial-model and core-meaning 
principle. They cannot hold at the same time. This 

immediately suggests the solution; they cannot apply 
simultaneously so, hence (being charitable), they do not apply 
simultaneously. That is, people have to start with either three 
models or one model and accordingly add models (when 
starting with one model) or delete models (when starting with 
three models). The label ‘initial model principle’, already 
suggests people start with the implicit-model representation: 
“The mental-model theory assumes that people reason from 
their understanding of a situation and that their starting point 
is accordingly a set of models -- typically a single model of a 
single situation …”. 

Some have dealt with the one-vs.-three model problem by 
ignoring the implicit-model principle (and thus creating a 
straw-man theory). These critics suppose people start with the 
three models of material implication, i.e. the core meaning 
interpretation of if: “an individual might believe strongly … 
the [not-A_not-C] possibility. This is consistent with the 
Johnson-Laird and Byrne (2002) core semantics and 
consistent with background knowledge, so they have no 
reason to delete this possibility.” It grounds mistakes such as: 
“According to the extensional semantics of Johnson-Laird and 
Byrne (2002), the conditionals ‘if p then q’ and ‘if p then not 
q’ are not incompatible”. Ex hypothesis the implicit-model 
principle these conditionals are clearly incompatible. The 
respective model sets are: {<p q>; <...>} and {<p not-q >; 
<...>}. The two explicit models cannot be integrated with one 
another into a single model: Something cannot be possible 
and impossible at the same time. That is, people who satisfice 
will consider the two conditionals incompatible. Others might 
not forget the implicit model, and fill the empty placeholder 
<….> with the explicit model of the other conditional. 
Another uncharitable interpretation, grounding straw man 
arguments is: “under the material conditional, the probability 
of a conditional [if A then C] and its contrapositive [if not-A 
then not-C] must be the same”. The initial-model sets are: 
{<A C>; <…>} and {<not-A not-C>;<…>}. It follows we 
cannot predict that the probability of these conditionals is the 
same. For those who satsifice with the initial model it will 
clearly not be; hence overall it cannot be the same either.  

When a theoretical ambiguity is readily resolved, theorists 
should do exactly that (independent of who ’owns’ the 
theory). It yields a situation in which one is analysing the 
strongest version of a theory and not some weak straw-man 
version that is easily falsified. Critiques of strong (charitably 
interpreted) theories are more likely to stick because many 
subsidiary assumptions, ceteris paribus clauses and other 
'escape hatches' for a potential counter-argumentation have 
already been dealt with in interpreting the theory charitably. 
Charitable interpretations are thus more likely to advance our 
theoretical insights. 

References 
Johnson-Laird, P. N., & Byrne, R. M. J. (2002). Conditionals: A 

theory of meaning, pragmatics, and inference. Psychological 
Review, 109(4), 646-678. 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments false
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo true
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 2.33333
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFX1a:2001
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




