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Abstract

The problem of determining the relationship between theory and observation, referred
to as the "theory-ladenness," "theory-dependence,” or "theory-loadedness" of observations,
is among the issues that philosophers of science have endeavored to address based on their
epistemological and ontological foundations. The primary objective of this research is to
critically examine this problem and provide an epistemological analysis of its various
dimensions. This study seeks to scrutinize opposing and supporting viewpoints on the
issue, identify the strengths and weaknesses of each approach, and—through precise
differentiation of the various stages of the observation process, from the abstraction of
sensory concepts to the formulation of observational propositions—determine the exact
locus of influence from pre-observational theories at each stage. Emphasis is placed on
utilizing insights from Islamic philosophy regarding the human process of attaining sensory
perception, from encountering tangible reality to constructing observational propositions.
Thus, the central question of this research is: Can scientific observations be independent
of pre-observational theories and researchers’ prior knowledge, or are they invariably
influenced by conceptual and theoretical frameworks? This fundamental question leads to
significant subsidiary questions, including the feasibility of theory-neutral observations,
demarcating sensory data from observational experiences, the role of prior scientific
knowledge in interpreting observations, and the impact of observational orientation and
categorization on empirical theorizing outcomes. The methodology is grounded in a
critical-analytical approach employing epistemological analyses. Initially, the views of
opponents of theory-ladenness—including positivists and simple/complex inductivists—
are meticulously examined, and their epistemological foundations scrutinized.
Subsequently, arguments from proponents such as falsificationists and philosophers like
Kuhn and Popper are analyzed regarding the influence of prior theories on observations
and observational propositions. A key component of the methodology involves
epistemologically distinguishing the problem’s dimensions by dividing the observation
process into discrete stages: abstraction of sensory concepts (sensory impressions),
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abstraction of imaginative concepts, abstraction of essential universal concepts (kullt
mahowT), construction of composite concepts, formulation of judgments and affirmations
(tasdiq), and finally, employing linguistic terms to signify concepts and affirmations. This
differentiation enables meticulous examination of theories’ roles at each stage. Results
indicate that the problem of theory-ladenness necessitates distinctions between epistemic
levels; responses differ for conceptual (tasawwurl) and affirmational (tasdiqi) perceptions.
Sensory and imaginative concepts—as primary outcomes of sensory instruments’
interaction with external reality—are theory-neutral (assuming sensory reliability) and
consistent across individuals. Similarly, essential universal concepts abstracted from
tangible entities are theory-neutral, as they merely signify common features among
particulars. Furthermore, self-evident propositions (wijdaniyyat) derived directly from
presential knowledge (‘ilm hudiirT) of sensory, imaginative, and universal concepts are
theory-neutral, self-evident, and certain. Conversely, non-self-evident observational
propositions reporting the existence or attributes of external entities are theory-laden, as
their truth depends on the truth of those theories. Distinguishing between description and
interpretation of observations is feasible, and claims of their inseparability stem from
conflating perceptual levels. Thus, addressing theory-ladenness requires a nuanced
approach differentiating epistemic levels. Contrary to positivist claims, science cannot
begin with purely presuppositionless observation, as observational propositions used in
empirical arguments are theory-laden. Simultaneously, unlike proponents of absolute
theory-ladenness, aspects of observation—sensory concepts, imaginative concepts,
essential universal concepts, and self-evident propositions—are theory-neutral. This finding
demonstrates that neither absolute theory-neutrality nor absolute theory-ladenness is
tenable. The appropriate resolution is thus a moderate position acknowledging theories’
role in certain observational aspects while preserving the possibility of theory-neutral
components in empirical cognition. This conclusion holds significant import,
demonstrating that science can rest on a firm foundation without reverting to the criticized
approaches of simple inductivists and positivists.

Keywords: Theory-ladenness of observation, Observational proposition, Perceptual
experience, sensory perception, Mulla Sadra.
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