
        
    
        
            
            
                
            

            
        
    

        
    
        
            
            
                
            

            
        
    


        
    




        

        
    Skip to main content

    

    
    
        
            
                
                    
                        [image: SpringerLink]
                    
                
            
        


        
            
                
    
        Log in
    


            
        
    


    
        
            
                
                    
                        
                            
                        Menu
                    
                


                
                    
                        
                            Find a journal
                        
                    
                        
                            Publish with us
                        
                    
                        
                            Track your research
                        
                    
                


                
                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    
                                Search
                            
                        

                    
                    
                        
 
  
   
  Cart
 


                    
                

            

        
    




    
        
    
        
            
                
                    
    
        
            	
                        Home




	
                        Synthese

	
                        Article

Ludwig Boltzmann's Bildtheorie and Scientific Understanding


                    	
                            Published: April 1999
                        


                    	
                            Volume 119, pages 113–134, (1999)
                        
	
                            Cite this article
                        



                    
                        
                        
                    

                
                
                    
                        
                            
                            
                                
                                [image: ]
                            
                            Synthese
                        
                        
                            
                                Aims and scope
                                
                            
                        
                        
                            
                                Submit manuscript
                                
                            
                        
                    
                

            
        
    


        
            
                

                

                
                    
                        	Henk W. de Regt1 


                        
    

                        
                            	
            
                
            260 Accesses

        
	
            
                
            19 Citations

        
	
            Explore all metrics 
                
            

        


                        

                        
    
    

    
    


                        
                    
                


                
                    Abstract
Boltzmann’s Bildtheorie, which asserts that scientific theories are ‘mental pictures’ having at best a partial similarity to reality, was a core element of his philosophy of science. The aim of this article is to draw attention to a neglected aspect of it, namely its significance for the issue of scientific explanation and understanding, regarded by Boltzmann as central goals of science. I argue that, in addition to being an epistemological view of the interpretation of scientific theories Boltzmann’s Bildtheorie has implications for the nature of scientific understanding. This aspect has as yet been ignored because discussion of the Bildtheorie has been restricted to the realism-instrumentalism debate. To elucidate my analysis of Boltzmann’s Bildtheorie concrete examples are presented, and the pragmatist and Darwinist roots of Boltzmann’s view are discussed.
Moreover, I propose to use Boltzmann’s ideas as a starting-point for developing a novel analysis of the notion of scientific understanding, of which a brief impression is given. It shows that the study of Boltzmann’s philosophy is not only of historical interest but can be relevant also to modern philosophy of science and to the methodology of theoretical physics.
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