
Empirical philosophy of science – qualitative methods 

Scholars of philosophy are turning to empirical methods in order to study scientific practice. The qualitative methods 
used range from interviews through fieldwork to text analysis. The results produced through such empirical work 
are, however, different from those gained through the more typical introspective conceptual analysis. Drawing on 
empirical insights in philosophy comes both with challenges and benefits. The workshop ”Empirical philosophy of 
science – qualitative methods”, held at Sandbjerg Estate (Denmark), 21-23 March 2012, addressed these challenges, 
as well as the methods and motivations of the philosophers who draw on qualitative empirical data in their work.  

The workshop provided a forum for discussion of a wide variety of empirically inspired philosophy of science studies 
and the questions that arose from using a qualitative approach. The short presentations revealed that the 
participants found myriad ways to interweave philosophical concepts with empirical data: ‘Empirically immersed’ 
philosophers have chose to do empirical work themselves, whereas ‘empirically informed’ philosophers see 
themselves in the role of ‘second-order observers’ and draw on empirical data that others have established. It also 
became clear that empirical data of interest to the philosopher arise from a range of different empirical methods: 
Historical analyses, ethnography, in-depth interviews and quantitative statistical analyses are just some examples. 
Each method comes with its advantages and limitations upon which both the empirically immersed and the 
empirically informed philosopher need to reflect.  

The workshop comprised short presentations by participants and lectures given by invited speakers. The papers 
given by Lisa Osbeck and Nancy Nersessian highlighted two important issues: What are empirical questions in the 
context of the philosophy of science? And what is the appropriate ‘unit of study’ for any empirical philosophy of 
science? Meanwhile, Erika Mansnerus pointed to the tension between philosophical theorizing and ethnographic 
sensitivity which she has encountered in her work. In order to address this tension, she proposed, that Philosophy of 
Science might need to adopt a different vocabulary. Hauke Riesch analyzed the discrepancies between philosophy of 
science and social scientific Science and Technology Studies (STS) from a sociological perspective. He pointed to the 
ongoing ‘boundary work’ between the two fields and the dynamics of social identity at play. This allowed the 
attendees to revisit the relationship between History and Philosophy of Science: What lessons can be learnt from 
(i)HPS with regard to an empirical Philosophy of Science?  

In the course of the discussion, a number of recurrent themes emerged: Upon what should empirical insights be 
based, i.e. what methods can be used to generate the empirical data? How does the choice of method influence the 
significance of empirical data? What kind of methodological reflections does a philosopher need to engage in if she is 
drawing on empirical insights? What is the data-theory relationship that a philosopher wishes to create? How do 
philosophers themselves deal with the fact that the observations they draw upon are theory-laden? How can 
empirical insights help to diversify and extend philosophical accounts? How can the applicability of prescriptive 
accounts be improved? How exactly do and should the normative and descriptive interact in empirically based 
theorizing?   

Good answers were found to some of these questions during the workshop – others remain unanswered. But the 
overriding message from the workshop was that empirically based philosophy is worth pursuing. For this reason, 
proceedings will follow in the SAPERE series.  

More information about the workshop can be found at: 
http://css.au.dk/forskning/projects/philosophyofcontemporaryscienceinpractice/workshopsandconferences/empiric
al-methods/ 

If you have any questions, get in touch with the workshop organizers: 
Hanne Andersen, Aarhus University (hanne.andersen@ivs.au.dk) 
Susann Wagenknecht, Aarhus University (su.wagen@ivs.au.dk) 
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