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ABSTRACT:  This paper is concerned with the reversal in meaning of the word <Positivism>, which has come to mean “theory which assumes the existence of a world beyond our ideas” whereas once it meant “theory which is agnostic about the existence of a world beyond our ideas”, and with educational writers’ persistent mistakes in using quotation marks, as a consequence of this reversal. 
This paper is concerned with the internal functioning of educational theory as a discursive practice, with what we say and how we say it in discussing education.  It is an attempt to understand two things.  The first is that a technical term which was once fairly clear and well-understood has come to be used to mean the precise opposite of what it used to mean.  The second is a family of mistakes in punctuation which have become endemic in educational writing.  Since I will be talking about words as well as using them in the ordinary way to talk about other things, there is an evident risk of confusion.  The Nile is longer than the Murrumbidgee, but the Nile is shorter than the Murrumbidgee.  The first clause is a matter of geography, and refers to rivers.  The second clause is a matter of orthography, and refers to names of rivers.  To prevent confusion, when I am talking about words or other linguistic expressions, I shall enclose them in angle brackets.  Thus I write:

The Nile is longer than the Murrumbidgee, but <the Nile> is shorter than <the Murrumbidgee>.

And I shall try to remember to pronounce the left angle bracket as <the word> or <the expression> when reading aloud.


The technical term which has come to mean its opposite is <positivism>.  This word is currently used as a pejorative to mean the view that accepts a correspondence theory of truth, that there is a single reality independent of human beings, and that the methods of the natural sciences should be adopted in research on social, and specifically educational, questions.  This is curious because historically, indeed up to about fifty years ago and still in philosophy and philosophy of science, <positivism> meant the denial of, or more correctly agnosticism about, the existence of a single reality independent of human beings, and was deeply suspicious of the correspondence theory of truth.  The one common thread between the old meaning and the new is the aspiration to copy the methods of the natural sciences, whatever they are taken to be.  This is a rather vague link, because social researchers are often staggeringly ignorant about the results obtained by the natural sciences, let alone the methods they use.  Jürgen Habermas, for example, has presumed to classify kinds of, and interests served by, different kinds of knowledge, but as Adolf Grünbaum dryly remarked, when he attempted to give an example of a scientific law he was unable to do so.  Citing Habermas, 1971, p. 265, in which it is said “‘this stone’ is considered, for example, as ‘mass’”, Grünbaum concluded:

“Habermas’s paradigm of the stone that has mass epitomizes the mythic universal notion of the laws of nature on which he relied to gain adherents for his dichotomy of context-dependence.  And it is a commentary on our intellectual culture that by trading on such stone age physics, as it were, he and Gadamer managed to parlay the limitations of their own personal scientific horizons into a vaunted pseudocontrast between the humanistic disciplines and the natural sciences” (1984, p. 20).

And Habermas is rather better than most (Sokal & Bricmont, 1998).


The word <positivism>, or rather its French cognate, was coined by Auguste Comte in his Course de philosophie positive (1830-42).  John Stuart Mill was sufficiently impressed to write a book on Comte and his philosophy:

“The fundamental doctrine of true philosophy, according to M. Comte, and the character by which he defines Positive Philosophy, is the following: – We have no knowledge of anything but Phænomena; but our knowledge of phænomena is relative, not absolute.  We know not the essence, nor the real mode of production, of any fact, but only its relations to other facts in the way of succession or of similitude.  These relations are constant; that is, always the same in the same circumstances.  The constant resemblances which link phænomena together, and the constant sequences which unite them as antecedent or consequent, are termed their laws.  The laws of phænomena are all we know respecting them.  Their essential nature, and their ultimate causes, either efficient or final, are unknown and inscrutable to us” (Mill, 1866, p. 6).


Comte’s justification for Positivism, as he understood it, was a view of how knowledge develops, both phylogenetically and ontogenetically, which he expressed as his Law of Three Stages.  In each science or area of inquiry we begin with theological views, attributing phenomena to the actions of hidden intentional agents, spirits or gods.  Later we graduate to a metaphysical view, ascribing the phenomena to hidden but non-intentional agents such as forces.  In the most mature or Positivist stage, we forsake this search for hidden realities underlying our observations and content ourselves with just a description of the coexistence and succession of phenomena.  A distinctive doctrine of Positivism from the time the term was coined was therefore to avoid making claims about what lies beyond our own observations, about realities.  To do so would be to relapse into metaphysics, on Comte’s account.


Comte’s name for this view of knowledge may have been new, but the view itself was not.  John Stuart Mill’s father James Mill would have been quite familiar with it.  By insisting that we focus not on what is asserted (the statement about underlying reality) but on the evidence for it (our observations), a position very like Comte’s had opened the way for James Mill and Jeremy Bentham to make their critical reassessments of hitherto dominant views of the soul in psychology, of the state and established institutions in the political realm, and of postulated entities of whatever kind in any systematised field of inquiry.


The Law of Three Stages has a certain initial plausibility as a Just-So story, but though Comte thought every nineteenth-century man had experienced it, it can no longer be accepted as a summary either of the growth of science or of individual cognitive development.  On the growth of science, we can note that the earliest natural science we know of, astronomy, began as positivist among the Babylonians and only later, with the Greeks, became metaphysical.  Speaking of the ancient Babylonians, Toulmin & Goodfield say:

“The whole aim of Babylonian astronomy was to serve as an instrument of prediction and divination – to forecast the astronomical appearances, rather than to make sense of them.  The fundamental problem activating the Greek natural philosophers was quite different.  Whether or not one could predict all the changes in the heavens or on the earth, at any rate one should try to make out, in general terms, why these changes happened as they did” (1961, p. 58).

Those whose interests are in accuracy of prediction rather than understanding have agreed about the fact but seen it rather as being in the Babylonians’ favour.

“They have left no record of their theoretical analyses and discussions, but to judge from the works they have left us, the Diaries and ephemerides, the goal-year texts and almanacs, the discussions of the two Scribes of Enuma Anu Enlil contained more rigorous science than the speculations of twenty philosophers speaking Greek, not even Aristotle excepted.  I say this seriously, not as a provocation, and further, I believe it is due precisely to the scientific and technical character of Babylonian astronomy that most historians and philosophers remain without comprehension of it, still preferring to dote upon childish fables and Delphic fragments of Pre-Socratics, requiring no knowledge of mathematics and less taxing to the intellect.  …  The origin of rigorous, technical science was not Greek but Babylonian, not Indo-European but Semitic, something I believe no one who has read Kugler and Neugebauer with understanding can doubt, and, my God, those Scribes were smart” (Swerdlow, 1998, pp. 181-2).


In terms of individual cognitive development, we now know a great deal more about children’s early beliefs about scientific, e.g. astronomical, questions, and there is no systematic progression through the three stages (Novak & Musonda, 1991; Watts & Taber, 1996; Metz, 1997).  Children come into our classes with a range of ideas about how things in the natural world happen.  They are not empty vessels, but in few cases is the vessel inhabited, as Aladdin’s lamp was, by an intentional agent from Comte’s theological stage.  In general the sequence of development of a scientific idea has not been that postulated by Comte in his Law of Three Stages, but rather the other way round, from Positivist description to metaphysical explanation:  “After all, Kepler had already shown that the actual planetary orbits could be described mathematically.  Newton’s great achievement had been to take Kepler’s ellipses and incorporate them into a mathematical theory about why the planets move at all” (Arianrhod, 2003, p. 175, her emphases).  The Law of Three Stages, whether as a law of individual cognitive development or of the growth of a field of systematic inquiry, is not borne out by the evidence.


Comte’s Positivism, the view if not the word, can be traced back to George Berkeley (1710) as Popper remarked (1953), though Berkeley escaped the more paradoxical consequences of the position, and pre-empted Sam Johnson’s attempt to refute him by “striking his foot with mighty force against a large stone” (Boswell, 1799, p. 333, entry for 6 August, 1763), by invoking the deity:

There once was a man who said, “God

Must think it exceedingly odd

If he finds that this tree

Continues to be

When there’s no-one about in the Quad.”                    (Knox, 1924)

Dear Sir, your astonishment’s odd

I am always about in the Quad

And that’s why this tree

Will continue to be

Since observed by,


Yours Faithfully,



God                                                (Anonymous, 1924)

As a way of approaching how we understand, not all knowledge but theoretical objects in abstract science, the same view was recommended to Galileo by Bellarmino, who urged affirming the heliocentric theory only hypothetically, ex suppositione: not as fact but only as a way of simplifying the calculations to predict astronomical phenomena (Popper, 1956, p. 97 & n.).


Comte’s own version of Positivism was too limited by his dogmatism (“The fons errorum in M. Comte’s later speculations is this inordinate demand for ‘unity’ and ‘systematization’ ”, Mill, 1866, p. 141) and solemnity (“The ludicrous, however, in any of its shapes is a phænomenon with which M. Comte seems to have been totally unacquainted”, ibid. p. 153) to be influential.  Its subsequent career owes more to two sources in the late nineteenth century, one in Austria focused on the physical sciences and tolerably well-known, the other in England focused on the social sciences, little studied but nevertheless still influential.  The Austrian physicist was Ernst Mach, who as Professor of Inductive Philosophy at Vienna paved the way for Moritz Schlick.  The Vienna Circle, which Schlick founded after WWi, supplemented Mach’s positivism with Frege’s and Russell’s logic under the influence of Wittgenstein, thus creating the position known as Logical Positivism.  Its doctrines were communicated to the English-speaking world by A.J. Ayer (1936), and many members of the Circle emigrated to America thanks to the activities of that unequalled benefactor of American higher education, Adolf Hitler, and so their work and influence are familiar.


The English sources were the friends William Clifford and Karl Pearson.  Clifford died of tuberculosis before his 34th birthday, and is remembered by non-mathematicians mostly for his essay “The ethics of belief” (1877) which contains the splendidly silly sentence “it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence” (§ 1).  (To discern its silliness, consider what evidence has been, or could be, offered for it.)  Pearson was a statistician, and his views on science were expressed in his influential Grammar of Science (1900; 1st edn 1892):

“We know ourselves, and we know around us an impenetrable wall of sense-impressions.  There is no necessity, nay, there is want of logic, in the statement that behind sense-impressions there are “things-in-themselves” producing sense-impressions.  About this super-sensuous sphere we may philosophize and dogmatize unprofitably, but we can never know usefully.  It is indeed an unjustifiable extension of the term knowledge to apply it to something which cannot be part of the mind’s contents” (1900, ch. 2 § 13, p. 62, Pearson’s emphases).

In a footnote to this passage he dismisses trying to identify the source of sense-impressions and Mach’s claim that there are just sense-impressions, a claim that he thinks “can lead to no scientific error” but which “does not seem a justifiable inference from sense impressions” (p. 62 n.).


Like Mach, Pearson refused to affirm the existence of atoms and molecules, though unlike Mach he did not deny it.  Like Berkeley’s, Pearson’s subjective idealism was threatened by those who interact with stones, but unlike Berkeley Pearson could not invoke a supernatural guarantee of the ordinary extra-mental world and he argued against those who “remark that one has only to knock one’s head against a stone wall in order to have a valid demonstration of the existence of the nature of /219 matter” (1900, ch. 7 § 7, pp. 218-9).  Pearson affirmed the essence of Comte’s Law of Three Stages, with equally careful historical documentation: “There is an insatiable desire in the human breast to resume in some short formula, some brief statement, the facts of human experience.  It leads the savage to ‘account’ for all natural phenomena by deifying the wind and the stream and the tree” (1900, ch. 2 § 14, p. 36).  “In this manner we find that most primitive peoples attribute all motions to some will behind the moving body; for their conception of the cause of motion lies in their own will. /104  Thus they consider the sun as carried round by a sun-god, the moon by a moon-god, while rivers flow, trees grow, and winds blow owing to the will of various spirits which dwell within them” (1900, ch. 4 § 3, pp. 103-4)  “The idea, however, of enforcement, of some necessity in the order of a sequence, remains deeply rooted in men’s minds, as a fossil from the spiritualistic explanation which sees in will the cause of motion” (1900, ch. 4 § 3, p. 104).  This is the more surprising because Pearson accepted that the Babylonian astronomers focused on connecting phenomena: “The Chaldeans had discovered that eclipses of the sun and moon recur in a cycle of eighteen years and eleven days, and were able to predict the dates of their occurrence” (note to ch. 3 § 12, p. 92 n.).  He apparently did not himself try to connect this phenomenon with his generalisations about primitive peoples and spiritualistic explanations, or he would surely have noticed the inconsistency.  It hardly needs to be said that he was more than usually racist for his time and place, and advocated eugenics.  Pearson helped to popularise the term <construct> in the behavioural sciences:  “What we term the real world is thus partly based on immediate sense-impressions, partly on stored sense-impressions; it is what has been called a construct” (1900, ch. 2 § 22, p. 58, his italics).  The term played a crucial role in his view of scientific knowledge:

“… what the present writer holds to be a fundamental canon of scientific method, namely: To no concept, however invaluable it may be as a means of describing the routine of perceptions, ought phenomenal existence to be ascribed until its perceptual equivalent has been actually disclosed” (1900, ch. 7 § 4, p. 212, his italics).


We may see in this view the Cartesian understanding of the mind-body problem with the cognising self immured in the skull, and the Cartesian fear of being wrong; though in fact its roots lie in popular anti-intellectualism, here incongruously embedded in intellectual discourse.  Popular writers are familiar with this attitude.  In her excellent detective stories set in Venice, Donna Leon gently satirises such attitudes when she says of one of her characters, “And he had then come to realize that most remarkable of truths about Italians: that no truth existed beyond personal experience, and all evidence that contradicted personal belief was to be dismissed” (1994, ch. 11, p. 110).


Even in the late nineteenth century, Positivism in the sense of agnosticism about a real world beyond the mind had been discredited by the development of the natural sciences.  <Molecules> and even <atoms>, so far from being intervening terms to enable us to describe briefly the sequences of sense-impressions, referred to things which had other properties and were then becoming detectable.  Mario Bunge carefully analyses Mach’s criticisms of Newtonian particle mechanics and notes that “most ‘modern’ textbooks on mechanics include Mach’s blunders concerning mass and force” (1966, p. 244).  One fears that in the forty years since Bunge wrote, textbooks have not much improved in this respect.  One can still find the mistaken claim that the Ptolemaic (geocentric) and Copernican (heliocentric) accounts are “equivalent” (Bunge, 1966, p. 249).


Pearson stuck to his guns:  “The law of gravitation is not so much the discovery by Newton of a rule guiding the motion of the planets as his invention of a method of briefly describing the sequences of sense-impressions, which we term planetary motion” (Pearson, 1900, ch. 3 § 4, p. 76).  Half a century before he wrote this, problems which had arisen about Newton’s law of gravitation had been resolved precisely by regarding planetary motion as real.  Two mathematicians, working independently of each other, postulated a wholly unknown and hitherto unsuspected planet, calculated its position, and suggested to astronomers where to look for it.  It was observed very near where they had said it would be.  It was only because they ascribed existence to the planet and on that assumption worked out where it was to be looked for that it was observed.  The planet is known today as Neptune, the mathematicians were John Couch Adams in England and Urbain Jean-Joseph le Verrier in France, the astronomers were James Challis in England (who recorded the planet but had not identified it) and Johan Gottfried Galle in Berlin, who made the discovery on 23 September, 1846.  The story is told by Standage (2000).  The point is that Newtonian theory is a guide to the real movements of real planets, not just a way of summarising (“briefly describing”) sequences of sense-impressions, and it happened nearly half a century before the first edition (1892) of Pearson’s book.  It is something of a reflection on educators that Pearson, dogmatic in his defence of anti-intellectualist populism and manifestly ignorant of even the most spectacular achievements of physical science, should have been esteemed by them as an authority on scientific method.


If this is what <Positivism> meant, how has it come to mean the opposite in recent books on educational research methodology?  The story is complicated, but parts of it may be sketched as follows.  One strand is the development of the double-blind controlled experiment with the H0 significance test as the paradigm for research in behaviourist psychology and education, so that if scientific method was a unity, any research which did not use that method was ipso facto not scientific.  (The fact that most research in most natural sciences, let alone research in other fields like history, or mathematics, or linguistics, makes no use of this method was quietly ignored.)  A second is the failure of the actually existing socialist states and the consequent discrediting of materialistic Marxism, leaving the opposition to what was taken to be Positivist orthodoxy overwhelmingly idealist in character.


A third was the discovery in the 1960s by leftist French philosophers of some of the considerations which long before had led in Austria and Poland, and then in the English-speaking world, to logical positivism, and which could have been seen as new only in France.  A prime example is Lyotard’s mention (1979, pp. 42-3) of Gödel’s work (1931).  A fourth was the rise of constructivist pedagogy which in some cases (I emphasise <some>) has been associated with an idealist, indeed phenomenalist, epistemology: von Glasersfeld (1995), Roth (1995).


These strands and others have united to produce a new form of the old Positivist – refusing to affirm the existence of an external world – theory; and since opponents of scientism were accustomed to use <Positivist>  pejoratively, to define the Other as Positivist, they continued to do so, even though their opponents were now the same as the opponents of the earlier Positivists, those who believe in the existence of a single reality independent of human beings, more traditionally called realists.  Gellner, after noting the usually pejorative use of <Positivism> and that the central theme of Positivism is now the idea that the methods of the natural and social sciences are basically identical, in contrast to the earlier meaning as an interdict on transcendence, adds “One also sometimes has the impression that a ‘positivist’ is anyone who subjects a favoured theory to the indignity of testing by mere fact” (1982, p. 120). 


My point in this paper is not to argue about who is really a Positivist and who is not.  Rather, I want to argue that those reluctant to affirm the existence of an external world, whether we call them Positivists, anti-Positivists, radical constructivists, postmodernists, or subjective idealists, are mistaken.  We can see their mistake because of the grammatical and punctuation errors into which it leads them.  It is the error of treating <true> as an ordinary or classifying adjective or predicate.  This error is related to their rejection of the correspondence theory of truth.  Paul Boghossian (1990) has defended the correspondence theory of truth on the grounds that, in his view, <true> is a predicate.  I will argue from the position that <true> is not a predicate, but that even so the differences between the use of the word <true> and its relative <“true”> are important and not to be ignored.  Without accepting the correspondence theory of truth strictly so-called, it can be shown that the usage objected to is in error.


One of the crucial things the word <true> helps us to do is to navigate between attributing a statement to someone else and undertaking or endorsing the statement oneself (Brandom, 1994, p. 515).  One way to bring out the special status of <true> as not a classifying adjective is to contrast it with a word which does behave as a classifying adjective, namely the word <“true”>.  We enclose the word <true> in inverted commas, i.e. use the word  <“true”>, when we attribute the word <true> to others without endorsing it.  We thereby classify the statement we are describing as “true” as one endorsed by some other person or group (whose identity should be clear from the context) but do not endorse it.  The word <“true”>, unlike the word <true>, functions as an ordinary classifying adjective.


Thus, for example, it was “true” that the Sun has just one planet beyond Saturn.  It had not been “true”, at least in the Western world, before 13 March, 1781, when Herschel observed what we now call Uranus.  (Some keen-eyed hunter-gatherers, living under clear skies, may have known of it long before.)  Herschel at first thought that what he had seen was a comet, and so described it in a paper read for him to the Royal Society on 26 April, 1781.  Plotting a comet-like parabolic orbit for the body failed, and Anders Lexell in St Petersburg found that the observations of its position were consistent with an elliptical orbit like that of a planet.  On 30 November 1781, Joseph Banks made a speech praising Herschel for the discovery of a planet, and presented him with a medal from the Royal Society.  The suggestion that it be called <George> (Georgium sidus) in honour of the King was rejected.  (These facts and dates are from Standage, 2000).  Soon after that it became “true” that the Sun had just one planet beyond Saturn.  And of course it ceased to be “true” once Galle, acting on Le Verrier’s suggestion, observed another planet, the one we know by the name <Neptune>, in 1846.  It was “true” for about 65 years that the Sun has just one planet beyond Saturn.  But of course, it was never true that the Sun had just one planet beyond Saturn.  Neptune was not a new planet.  It had been there all along, even though nobody on earth knew about it.  So

The Sun has just one planet beyond Saturn

was never true.  It was “true” for some 65 years.  There is a difference between saying that a statement is true and saying that it is “true”.  Each of these is important.  If we want to know what someone will try to do, to understand her actions, we should look at what is “true” for her.  To understand the outcomes of her attempts, we should focus not on what is “true” but on what is true.


To say of a statement that it is true is to endorse it.  It is to do just what one does when one asserts the statement.  In either case, if one becomes convinced that the statement is not true, one must withdraw one’s endorsement.  Any evidence relevant to the content of the statement is relevant to the claim.  To say of the same statement that it is “true”, however, is not to endorse it but to say that it is conventionally accepted, that it is to be found in standard reference books and encyclopedias, that it is taught in schools.  The evidence relevant to this claim will all be found in libraries, not in the sky, the laboratory, the countryside, the interactions of people.  Most of what is taught in schools is “true”; but nobody could be so servile and so naïve as to suppose that most of what is taught in schools is true.  Much of the secondary science curriculum consists of Newtonian physics.  Newtonian physics is not true.  It is not even “true” in our society, as a glance at encyclopedias will quickly show.  Our society is officially Einsteinian, so <E = mc2> is “true”.  To enquire whether Einstein’s theory is not only “true” but true would take us into physics.  Nor is truth a matter of evidence.  A guess is a claim for which the person making it has no evidence, and to call a claim a lucky guess is both to attribute that claim to somebody who lacked any evidence for it, and also to endorse the claim.  Clifford’s guess that guessing is always the wrong thing to do was not a lucky guess.


There are cases in the study of social life where what is true does not go beyond what is “true”.  Whether somebody has been greeted politely, whether a ceremonial hut has been correctly constructed, whether a priest has been validly ordained or an academic degree conferred: if these are accepted by the community, if they are “true”, then they are also true.  There is no criterion beyond the acceptance of the relevant community; but one is still doing different things by calling them “true” and true.  To call them “true” is to report the community acceptance; to call them true is to endorse, at least pro tempore, the community’s judgement.  Thus there are cases where the criteria for saying <true> and saying <“true”> coincide, though they remain different acts.  In the natural sciences, the distance between saying something is “true” and saying it is true diminishes as we come closer to the here and now, though it never quite disappears.  In the limiting case, my evidence for what is “true” now about the planets is what is said in the Science Textbook.  My evidence for what is true about such matters (since I am a lazy person and do not read even the main scientific journals, let alone conduct my own experiments and observations) is again the Science Textbook.  But though the content of what I think is “true” about a scientific question and the content of what I think is true about it may be the same, the two claims remain different.  If I say that something is “true”, I am saying that it is conventionally taught in our society.  If I go on to endorse it, that is a further step; equally I may reject it without being inconsistent or needing to withdraw my description of it as “true”.  If I claim that it is true, however, I am endorsing it.  It would then be inconsistent or at least a change of position for me to question or reject it.  If a surprising result were obtained in a laboratory somewhere, that would show that what was in the Science Textbook was not true, but what the book said would remain “true” until a new edition was published and curricula were updated. These two differences – that the two claims have different consequences, and that different evidence is relevant to each claim – show that even when talking about the present, two claims related as <It is “true” that p> and <It is true that p> do not coincide.  This in turn is explained by the analysis of <“true”> as an ordinary classifying adjective and <true> as a prosentence forming operator: the two words produce different kinds of assertions because they function in different ways.  


What is “true” is the conventional wisdom; what is true, by contrast, is the reality that the conventional wisdom or any other account tries to describe.  We may talk about either of these, and what we say about either may be mistaken; but it can lead only to confusion if we do not keep clear which we are talking about at any particular point.  Educational writers, however, consistently write <regime of truth> rather than <regime of “truth”>.  On the other hand, they consistently write <“true”> where <true> would be more appropriate.  And, of course, it is not only with the word <true> that this happens.  Inappropriate quotation marks are attached most often to words of the kinds logicians call non-assumptible (such as <exists>) and grammarians call factives (such as <know>) and philosophers call morally loaded (such as <right>).  All of them seem to be adorned with quotation marks in much educational writing simply as a matter of habit; but for all of them, the same distinction as made above between what is <true> and what is <“true”> holds.


Willmott (2002, p. 340) quotes David Bridges as reporting having observed contributions to educational conferences:

“in which the notion of ‘truth’ (or ‘Truth’) is referred to in inverted commas … or claims to the truth of beliefs are denied in favour of, for example, some kind of theory of political dominance or multiple subjectivities; or the very notion of the truth of beliefs is assumed under some apparent orthodoxy to be already ruled out of court.”                                                      (Bridges, 1999, pp. 597-8)

Perhaps some of those papers contained muddles about <true> or about <“true”>; but others may have been using <“true”> quite correctly.  Bridges did not give any specific examples.  Willmott reports that:

“As one delegate to the BERA conference remarked in response to Richard Pring’s contribution, truth ‘belongs’ to specific (in this case, ethnic) groups.  In other words, ‘we’ have our truths and ‘they’ have theirs.”                                     (Willmott, 2002, p. 343)

This reports an oral discussion, and the punctuation, particularly inverted commas, may have been misheard.  If we relocate them, the delegate’s comment is perfectly true, and Willmott’s attempt to deduce relativism from it in his next sentence fails:

As one delegate … remarked …, “truth” belongs to specific (in this case, ethnic) groups.  In other words, we have our “truths” and they have theirs.

We do have our “truths” and they have their “truths”; and if the two disagree, the two sets of “truths” cannot be both true, though they could be both false.

notes
.
Work for this paper was hindered by the inadequate funding of Australian academic libraries.
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