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A Challenge
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On the one hand, [interdisciplinarity] can be a
new subject area just as science is the subject of
“philosophy of science” and biology the subject

of a “philosophy of biology,” and so on.
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On the other hand, interdisciplinarity can be
perceived as a more fundamental challenge to
philosophy itself; that is, as a challenge to the

self-understanding and self-conceptualization of
philosophy as an academic discipline....
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Philosophy “as” interdisciplinarity starts from
questioning the academic status of philosophy as
a discipline with its well-known specializations,
methodological approaches, and interests and
attempts to envision new forms of philosophical

practice, institutionalization, and products
whose common denominator is embedding
philosophy in inter- and transdisciplinary
collaboration. (Ho�mann et al. 2013, 1858)
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An Opportunity
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�e evoText Project

https://www.evotext.org/
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What Is
Interdisciplinarity?
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In [reductionist extension], a discipline and its explanatory
claim[s] are extended into the phenomenal domain of

another discipline. �is takes place, for instance, when the
chemist starts to analyze and explain biological

phenomena or when the biologist tries to explain social
features of modern societies as a consequence of
biological, Darwinian evolution. (Mayntz 1992, 28)
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Joint ventures are cases of genuine interdisciplinary
collaboration. [. . . ] �e necessarily interdisciplinary

nature of research and theorizing in these �elds is justi�ed
by the obvious fact of a strong mutual dependence
between phenomena belonging to the traditional
domain[s] of di�erent disciplines. [. . . ] However,

interdisciplinary cooperation, although possibly of high
problem-solving potential, does not necessarily stimulate
the internal development of the participating disciplines in
the same way and to the same extent as transfer e�orts do.

(Mayntz 1992, 28)
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reductionist extension: problem P isn’t actually
a scienti�c problem, it’s a philosophical problem

joint ventures: problem P needs to be viewed
both philosophically and scienti�cally, but
without altering either philosophy or science
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�eory transfer in a strict sense presupposes – and
assumes – isomorphism between the empirical

phenomena to be described and explained (i.e., a 1:1
relationship between the elements, properties, and
relationships of interdependence in two phenomenal

�elds). Two substantive theories with an identical formal
structure can thus be considered two di�erent empirical
applications of one underlying formal theory. (Mayntz

1992, 30)
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theoretical borrowing: no model that seems to
capture the kind of interdisciplinarity being

targeted by philosophers of science!
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problem framing and problem perception: the shi� to
problems or types of problems that are de�ned outside the
structures of single disciplines (o�en societal problems)

(a�er Schmidt 2008)
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. . . the concepts and insights of one discipline contribute to
the problems and theories of another, manifested in
computational neuroscience and the philosophy of
cognitive science. Individuals may �nd their original

disciplinary methods and theoretical concepts modi�ed as
a result of cooperation, fostering new conceptual

categories and methodological uni�cation. (Klein 2010,
20)
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In short: some ideas that might be useful, but we
need more theory about how these interactions

should work!
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Where To?
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What has fostered successful interdisciplinary
collaboration in philosophy of biology?

A few unful�lling answers:
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�ere really is no stable discipline of
theoretical biology.
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Crucial early �gures in philosophy of biology
(David Hull, Marjorie Grene, Robert Brandon)
either hold degrees in biology or spend time at
biology institutions (especially Lewontin’s MCZ

at Harvard).
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Others (Michael Ruse) are enlisted in the
debate over creationism.
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�oughts toward some more ful�lling answers:
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● Movement in philosophy of biology: wide
uptake of philosophy of science in practice
● Movement in biology: unease about “big
theory,” competition for grant funding,
failures of high-pro�le projects (HGP)

Same scenario in physics?
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Worries.
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● How does recruitment work?
● Where does publication happen? Will scholars
receive genuine credit for their e�ort?
● What are the future career paths? (Alt-ac, science
communication, public outreach?)
● How do we keep interdisciplinary work from being a
career-killer?
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Questions?

charles@charlespence.net
https://pencelab.be

@pencechp • @pencelab

The Pence Lab


