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Kuhn: The Second Half



Descartes’ writing leaves me with a sense that I am inadequately equipped to be a researcher. His empiricist approach to research is so far from how I approach research that I find it necessary to dissect his text in order to come up with a formula for evaluating a theory using judgment/experience. In contrast, Kuhn’s view of comparing a theory to the paradigm and proving it using established rules is more comfortable and makes more sense to me. I can do puzzles!	Comment by GG: But don’t puzzles ask us to find the small pieces and fit them together? Also, neuroscience is about as Cartesian as we can get. There is little room for judgment without isolating variables. Please go do cbs.com and bring up last night’s “60 minutes” and watch the piece on autism. I think you’ll see what I mean.

However, though I prefer Kuhn’s research approach (logical positivism), his perspective in the second half does not totally appeal to me. For example, his incommensurability theory is difficult to accept in totality.  Kuhn puts forth three areas in which theories have no common measure: (1) methodological; (2) perceptual/observational; and (3) semantic. Methodological methods, I disagree with Kuhn, can be compared and measured across fields. Science can be an exact science. Perception/observation, on the other hand, I agree with Kuhn, this is subjective and difficult to measure. Kuhn likened perception/observation to the Gestalt-switch that occurs when one sees the duck-rabbit diagram first as (representing) a duck then as (representing) a rabbit (Kuhn 1996, 122). Often, the perception about what we see must be helped by the guidance of one who sees it differently and can guide us by sharing direction/rules to view it as they do. Of course, one must be open to new ways of knowing. I also disagree with Kuhn that Semantics is an incommensurable. Textbooks (a good thing, according to Kuhn), for instance, are used effectively to establish a common meaning within a community and across fields.  Meaning, I agree, can impede the communication but it should not (for open-minded researchers) be an insurmountable obstacle.	Comment by GG: Well yes and no. Each field has methods to which is adheres closely. In Physics, it is the most positivist we have; and the same for most physical and natural sciences. Sometimes their methods cannot “talk to each other” because their definition differ enough to make them seem foreign to one another. Now, in the social sciences, that happens also, but differently. Sociology isn’t too big on experimental designs; it was the same for economics, but recently there has been some interesting work in “experimental economics.” In education, as such a new field, the methods are still being borrowed from the other disciplines.	Comment by GG: Actually, textbooks are a mixed thing in his eye. As much as they codify knowledge, they are also out of date as soon as they go to print, and therefore can misrepresent what we know about a field. New knowledge is created every day.	Comment by GG: Semantics and meaning have a lot in common. They both are open to wide interpretation, which would reinforce his point that semantics prevents a field from advancing because we first have to agree on terms.

Specifically, I found Kuhn’s idea that history could not be used to refine a paradigm or to help propel a paradigm shift unconvincing.  I believe that every discovery is made on the shoulders of those that preceded and who investigated similar work. Kuhn gives many examples of who did what first but then disparages the importance of the contributions of earlier investigators. Kuhn minimizes the impact that anomalies, reported intentionally or by chance, and the questions left unanswered by early researchers had on current/future research is perplexing.	Comment by GG: I think he is arguing that anomalies are necessary to move a field and should be reported. It is we in our journals that push anomalous findings into the background. History should take those into account and then seek to find new ways to bring them back into view. In our field, meta-analysis is a relatively new (25 years old) way of keeping anomalies “in the equation”.

In addition, recognizing that history is linear and taking events of the past into account, semantics is made ‘not’ immeasurable.  The acceptance of a standard language inside a scientific community is made more global by understanding history. Like the federalist papers, the bill of rights and the amendments, science lingo too, changes through the ages to adapt to the increase in knowledge and advances in technology. Meanings shift to current practices and knowledge. Through the acceptance that science is linear, researchers can use earlier research to find proof for a ‘new’ paradigm. Anomalies observed in an earlier era can be used to prove consistency and drive investigations that may lead to a paradigm shift…yesterdays’ by-chance anomalies can turn out to be tomorrows paradigm if new knowledge or current technology can be applied to prove a theory. It is difficult to accept Kuhn’s idea that Einstein's theory of relativity did not supersede Newton's theory but only improved it, when taking into consideration the importance of accumulated knowledge over time.  This is a case of articulation necessitating history to make sense of events.	Comment by GG: But only through convincing evidence within the paradigm, or by intuitive leaps by either insiders or outsiders.	Comment by GG: Keep this  thought in mind as you proceed through the program.

History serves to guide society and with it the science that society uses to improve upon knowledge.  It is difficult to comprehend how Kuhn came to the conclusion that history could not be used to prove a theory. Numerous must be the research undertakings that have begun because something in the writing of earlier researchers did not make sense (anomaly)? …A seasoned researcher, for instance, may detect something amiss in the method or conclusion of an early research work and thus begins to examine the anomaly that may result in a new theory born from old data. I believe Kuhn’s difficulty in grasping that history can aid research stems from his inability to see things from an empiricist point of view. (WOW! Did I just say that?). 	Comment by GG: You actually made the counter-argument earlier. We can’t rely on history without accepting the power of new methods and new evidence. Think about the archaeologist in the film. He’d rather rely on “history” not new evidence.	Comment by GG: Yes. Not the  passive acceptance of a problem’s history.	Comment by GG: Yes, and you’re getting closer to his thesis.

Kuhn may have identified this deficiency in himself when he wrote that “paradigms structure the way scientists see and interpret reality, and thus preclude other ways of seeing and looking at reality until they are overthrown and replaced by another paradigm”. Maybe his critics are right, Kuhn gives the impression that he is a ‘strong kind of constructivist’. Regardless of this shortcoming, Kuhn’s approach resonates with me. However, I hope to grow up to become a researchers with little bit of every approach…empiricism, constructionism, realism, etc., 	Comment by GG: Become comfortable with the logical-positivist tendencies of neuroscience. The FMRIs are the current methodological paradigm and statistical calculations are the ways that field verifies and validates its findings.
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