Ladies and Gentlemen,
welcome to my talk.
My topic is "Theory of knowledge - Thomas S. Kuhn and Paul Feyerabend"
I want to tell you simple story which I consider to be important, and this story is about
how Philosophical Theory of Science reacts to the ideas of Kuhn and Feyerabend.
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But I want to develop the topic systematically by introducing the distinction between
what I would call an "idealistic" and a "realistic" definition auf science.
The idealistic definition is: "Science is the systematic and methodological pursuit of
knowledge."
You might have already heard similar definitions. The core of it is always that science is
an activity. The definition never tells who performs this activity. But it is a disciplined
activity: the adjectives "systematic" and "methodological" are always present in this
definition.
The FUNCTION of this definition is: To distinguish what is scientific from that what is not
scientific.
RESPONSIBLE for that is Philosophical Theory of Science
And the mode of action of science as well as of Philosophical Theory of Science is
NORMATIVE
The realistic definition considers science just to be a part or subsystem of society
Its FUNCTION is: To determine what is held for or what is considered to be scientific (in a
specific society).
RESPONSIBLE for that is Sociology of Science
And the MODE of action of Sociology of Science is: Descriptive
Now I have to explain to you folks some philosophical code words, so that you can get a
better understanding of what is going on here.
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"Descriptive" means "descriptive". But at the same time it means "not important", "not
relevant."
For philosophers a description depicts something which is in a specific way today and in a
different way tomorrow. We call that "contingent". "Contingent" means "not necessarily
existing".
"Normative" means: "This is important". If something is "normative" that means that it
has to be like that or at least should be like that.
The assignment of the responsibility of dealing with the realistic definition to Sociology of
Science means: “This is none of our business. Our business is science and truth, nothing
else. And our business is important, yours is not important!”
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Let me explain to you why I call theses definitions "idealistic" and "realistic":
According to the idealistic definition of science all you have to do in order to produce
scientific knowledge is to work methodologically.
According to the realistic definition of science you have to do that as well but much
more additionally.
After doing your research and experiments you have to write your paper, format it,
submit it to a scientific journal and discuss the comments of your reviewers.
But also before doing your experiments you have to do a lot of things in order to be able
to start working scientifically: You have to finish your studies, get a job at a university (in
order to have an affiliation) and write grant applications (in order to have money for the
scientific work).
The idealistic definition of science acts as if the work of somebody who does
experiments in his living room will be accepted readily and anytime by the scientific
community just because this person has worked methodically. This does not sound
realistic to me.
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Now we come to the story I want to tell you. These two gentlemen are Thomas S. Kuhn
and Paul Feyerabend. The studied the history of science, how did science in reality
develop throughout history...
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So I would put them on the right side of my distinction. From this alone you can predict
of what kind the reaction of Philosophy of Science to them will most probably look like.
Their basically descriptive work seemed to have normative consequences.
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Thomas S. Kuhn's book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions destroyed one of the
dearest children of Philosophy of Science.
Accumulation theory of science means that because we are working methodically from
the very start, already the first piece of knowledge is correct. And then we just keep
adding further pieces, like bricks, to the building of science.
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What did Kuhn substitute the old accumulation model of science substitute with? He
substituted it with a model of theory change.
Such a larger theory that works as a frame of a scientific discipline is called a paradigm.
During normal periods scientists work within this paradigm doing work on details. This
goes on until so called anomalies appear, phenomena which cannot be explained within
the old paradigm. In this phase, the revolutionary phase of science, new paradigms are
proposed and compete with each other. Until one of them wins over the others and
becomes the new paradigm.
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Prof. Martin Carrier of the Univ. of Bielefeld) says:
"Theory change does not inhibit science’s approximation to truth in the long run.
"Phenomena like career ambitions of scientists or political interest in specific scientific
theories cause only short time deviations from truth…
"…and they are NOT topics of Philosophical Theory of Science!
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That means in plain language:
"Kuhn is right: theory change does exist…
"…but that does not harm science’s access to truth (in the long run)…
"…and the rest is none of our business!
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However, Martin Carrier's reaction is interesting, because Kuhn might have wanted to
say a totally different thing:
In my opinion Kuhn wanted to say: Science is not primarily about truth,
It is primarily about community.
Of course the highest value of the scientific community is truth, but the real scientific
question is not: "Is this true?" but: "Is this a contribution to the current discussion in the
community?"
I tell you a personal anecdote.
Once I asked students at the Wittgenstein Symposium in Kirchberg how they chose the
topics of the talks they attend.
They told me that they look into the rooms shortly before the talk starts:
If there are few people, the topic is of no interest to the community.
If there are a lot of people in the room, they call the topic "crowded". Here it will be
difficult to make an contribution to it because of the level of competition
If there are many, but not to many, people in the room they chose to attend the talk - for
they decide that they have a realistic chance to make a contribution to this topic if they
chose to work on it afterwards.
When I heard this I thought: Isn't this a perfect scientific orientation for the individual
scientist in the sense of Kuhn?
On the other hand, to be oriented towards truth alone might be misleading for the
individual scientist.
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Of course Philosophers of Science pretend to read Kuhn in this way because they are
only interested in scientific truth.
That can be the case. We cannot prove otherwise. However, it could also be that the real
interest is in community, and not in truth. For the ability to distinguish between
scientifically valid and not valid truth claims is the only justification for the existence of
Philosophical Theory of Science. That’s how they define their job. If they don’t defend
their unique selling proposition, they will vanish as a group.
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Now, in order to improve the learning effect, I will tell you the same story once more by
showing you how Philosophical Theory of Science reacted to Paul Feyerabend's ideas.
But before I do that it is helpful to have a look at how Thomas Kuhn understands the
emergence of science. For Kuhn science starts when different philosophical schools,
representing different approaches to a topic, vanish and give way to one surviving
school. This remaining school is science.
So the criterion for science for Kuhn is unity, not truth. However, if you reflect upon the
concept of truth, unity follows from it. For "truth“ means: There cannot be different
opinions on one specific topic.
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In his book Science in a Free Society, Paul Feyerabend put the concept that one group
alone possesses true knowledge into the context of a democratic society.
In this context this concept has the form of the privileged role of science and scientific
knowledge in society. Privileged role of science means, the knowledge of other
traditions is not taken serious, and the state collaborates closely with science.
Please, note that the German book title is false: It says “Erkenntnis für freie Menschen”,
that is “Knowledge for Free Human Beings”, but Feyerabend was a collectivist, not an
individualist. He thought of cultural traditions as subjects of knowledge, not of individual
human beings.
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In his book Against Method Paul Feyerabend has developed an argument against the
privileged role of science:
It reads: There is no universal and stable scientific method.
And Feyerabend says: Show me any such method, and I will find a case in the history of
science, where the rules of this method were broken and the result was scientific
progress.

14

Prof. Paul Hoyningen-Huene (Leibniz University, Hannover):
Feyerabend is right when he claims that scientific method is not able to justify the
privileged role of science in society…
… but it is not sufficient: There could be other aspects of science capable of justifying its
privileged role…
… e.g. the systematicity of scientific work.
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The argument has exactly the same structure as Martin Carrier’s argument against Kuhn.
Feyerabend is right: a universal scientific method does not exist…
…but that does not harm science’s privileged access to truth…
…and no harm to science’s privileged role in society.
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Is really everything fine? I don’t think so:
Democracy is based on the diversity of opinions.
Science is based on the unity of opinions.
A democratic science would be unscientific; a scientific society undemocratic.
This produces a continuous tension in our society: Think about it!
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The scientificity of knowledge is judged on the basis of an idealistic concept of science.
On the basis of a concept that is not real!
Philosophical Theory of Science is not willing to really see Kuhn‘s and Feyerabend’s
arguments and take them serious. They take out one aspect and run with it.
Philosophical Theory of Science is not willing to work on a realistic concept of knowledge
(based on also: community, contribution, unity … other aspects)
The reason is obvious: It would make it more difficult or impossible to maintain a clearcut border between scientific knowledge and unscientific beliefs.
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Also Feyerabend has much more to tell us than just that one aspect Philosophical Theory
of Science has focused on.
Feyerabend was interested in the practice of science and innovation.
This sentence „There is no idea so old and absurd that it could not improve our
knowledge.“ – widens the borders of the concept of knowledge to the utmost, also
including false beliefs and erroneous ideas.
Its function is to open our minds towards new ideas or a new kind of understanding of
things.
However, statements like this one naturally cannot be appreciated by Philosophical
Theory of Science.
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