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Schedule

Date Presenter and Topic 

Thursday, 29 October 2020, 
16:00-18:00 

Jannik Zeiser 
Should We Believe the Algorithm? Fairness, Epistemic Responsibility and Moral 
Encroachment 

Thursday, 5 November 
2020, 16:00-18:00 

Tobias Schönwitz 
Political-Epistemological Views on Values in Science and Biodiversity Research 

Thursday, 19 November 
2020, 16:00-18:00 

Markus Ahlers 
Artificial Intelligence and the Constitution of Social Systems using the Example 
of Newsfeeds 

Thursday, 26 November 
2020, 16:00-18:00 

Morgan Thompson 
Entrenched Values in the Operationalization of Concepts 
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Date Presenter and Topic 

Thursday, 3 December 
2020, 16:00-18:00 

David Stöllger 
Expertise & the Limits of Public Participation in the Context of Communicable 
Disease Outbreaks 

Thursday, 10 December 
2020, 16:00-18:00 

Hannah Hilligardt 
Political Representation in Science: The Role of Diversity in Expert Deliberation 

Thursday, 17 December 
2020, 16:00-18:00 

GRK Winter Party 

Friday, 29 January 2021, 
13:30 – 16:30 

 

13:30 - 14:45 Fabio Tollon: Is your Vacuum Cleaner an Undercover Agent? 
14:45 - 15:05 Break 
15:05 - 16:20 Prof. Mantzavinos: Institutions and Scientific Progress 

Thursday, 4 February 2021, 
16:00-18:00 

Birgit Benzing 
Values in scientific concepts: between epistemic rigour and societal relevance 

Abstracts

29/10/2020

Jannik Zeiser: 

Should We Believe the Algorithm? Fairness, Epistemic Responsibility and Moral 

Encroachment

Machine-learning algorithms are increasingly used to automate decision-making processes. In this 

context, the problem of algorithmic fairness has rightly received a great deal of attention: decisions 

made by algorithms should be fair and not perpetuate discrimination. I want to expand the focus to 

the issue of responsible belief-formation. Algorithmic systems don’t just automate decisions; they 

also inform beliefs and thereby serve an epistemic function. Can we rely on algorithmic evidence to 

justify beliefs? This might depend in part on the moral significance of the beliefs in question. I will 

explore this stance using arguments from the debate on moral encroachment.

05/11/2020 

Tobias Schönwitz: 

Political-Epistemological Views on Values in Science and Biodiversity Research

In my talk I study the development of the conceptual framework of the Intergovernmental Science-

Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES). Similar to the controversy during 

IPBES’s establishment, a dissensus arose over the incorporation of ecosystem services as a core 

concept of the framework. To assess this development philosophically, I situate it within Helen 

Longino’s critical contextual empiricism and study whether it fulfils the norms of her social value 

management ideal. As I will argue, two problems arise for this ideal, namely the problem of 

encumbered selves, i.e. people are strongly committed to their respective perspectives and thus 

discourse is more conflictual than envisaged by Longino, and the problem of encumbered 
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surroundings, i.e. established institutional structures influence critical discourse. Since both these 

problems can be traced to Longino’s reliance on the liberal political philosophy of John Stuart Mill, I 

turn to the question, whether another combination of philosophy of science and political philosophy 

might be able to address these problems better. After exploring the potential of a combination of 

Kuhnian views on science with post-foundational views on society in more detail, I finally (although 

briefly) argue for an augmentation of Longino’s account with ideas from agonistic theories of 

democracy.

19/11/2020

Markus Ahlers: 

Artificial Intelligence and the Constitution of Social Systems using the Example of 

Newsfeeds

In my last talk I presented two case studies on artificial intelligence, self-driving cars and PreCrime 

systems, which I used to analyze how artificial intelligence can influence the constitution of social 

systems. The results of this analysis showed that artificial intelligence influences social processes on 

the basis of decision rules and unifies decisions through automation. Because of this effect, even 

small errors in a decision-making process can grow into larger problems on a constitutional level, 

since the erroneous decision is permanently repeated by the algorithm. In my talk now, I would like 

to examine these results further with a third case study: the influence of newsfeed algorithms on the 

democratic media system. In order to assess this influence, I will first discuss the debate filter 

bubbles vs. echo chambers and the question of how the constitution of a democratic media system 

can actually be understood. I think, by drawing on the distinction between truth and opinion, an 

influence on the social system on constitution level can certainly be shown. However, this influence 

is not clear and does not have an absolute effect. After pointing out the position of technology in this 

analysis, I will finally compare all three case studies with each other.

26/11/2020

Morgan Thompson:  

Entrenched Values in the Operationalization of Concepts

In this talk, I argue that social, political, and ethical values are entrenched in scientific research in 

part through the operationalization of concepts and that as a result, values impact what evidence is 

produced. I draw an analogy between Lenhard and Winsberg’s entrenchment of assumptions in the 

construction and development of scientific models and the entrenchment of values in scientific 

research more broadly. To illustrate my claims, I analyze some approaches to operationalizing 

‘racism’ when studying the impact of racism on health. I conclude that the entrenchment of values 

through operationalization is under-appreciated due to one popular framing of the debate about the 

value-free ideal (i.e., Douglas’s direct/indirect role distinction and the focus on hypothesis 

acceptance/rejection).  



 

03/12/2020

David Stöllger:  

Expertise and the Limits of Public Participation in the Context of Communicable 

Disease Outbreaks

In the context of outbreaks involving novel communicable pathogens, scientific experts are expected 

to generate reliable, but at the same time implementable and socially acceptable health policy advice 

from limited evidence. The resulting policies – I argue – are a 'natural experiment' or 

“Realexperiment” (Groß, Hoffmann-Riem & Krohn, 2005) and require particular social acceptance 

and legitimacy, as everyone is not only a study subject, but active participant. Still, expert's advice is 

given a greater weight in setting up, evaluating and adjusting the policies and rightly so – I argue – 

given their better epistemic, practical and hermeneutical position in their respective field. Non-

experts, not being in such a better position, may only be able to trust experts in generating advice 

responsibly. In their 2019 paper Irzik and Kurtulmus suggest non-experts are able to have “enhanced 

epistemic trust”, i.e. more confidence in experts, if the latter are able to come to an “agreement with 

the assessment of the non-expert” regarding the distribution of inductive risks. In this talk, I want to 

examine, how far scientific experts ought to go to come to an agreement with non-experts, and 

further argue, that there are benefits in viewing the 'expert-non-expert-trust relationship' as 

bidirectional, albeit asymmetrically so. I take Hardwig, 1994's “ethics of expertise” to be a good 

starting point, as he claims that there also should be an "ethics of appealing to experts".

10/12/2020

Hannah Hilligardt:  

Political Representation in Science: The Role of Diversity in Expert Deliberation

As we have heard in previous talks, values play an important part in science and, in turn, science and 

scientific experts play an important part in politics. This understanding calls for attention to the ways 

in which the political role of science is defined and legitimised. According to Sheila Jasanoff, one way 

in which such legitimisation is attained especially in Germany is by creating “authoritatively 

constituted expert bodies, acting as microcosms of society” (2005: 269), i.e. expert committees that 

are representative of the public at large. The aim of my talk is to explore the presuppositions of such 

approach, its advantages, and limitations. What does it mean for a scientific community or an expert 

committee to be representative? Is representativeness the same within the scientific community as 

in the political domain? And to what extent can we derive political legitimacy from 

representativeness in the context of science policy? To answer these questions, I will begin on a 

theoretical level and look at the way in which Helen Longino and Philip Kitcher discuss the relation 

between representation, representativeness, objectivity and democracy. I argue that both of them 

focus their attention on the representation of viewpoints or perspectives rather than interest 

representation. The latter, however, is crucial for the functioning of representative democracy which 

is why I argue that unless we involve interest representation and thus political organisation within 

the scientific community itself, even the most diverse expert committee is not democratically 

legitimised to take political decisions.  
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29/01/2021

Fabio Tollon:  

Is your Vacuum Cleaner an Undercover Agent?

It is becoming increasingly common to talk about technological systems in agential terms. 

We routinely hear about facial recognition algorithms that can identify individuals, large 

language models (such as GPT-3) that can produce text, and self-driving cars that can, well, 

drive. It is not my goal here to contest the validity of these linguistic norms. While I do think 

talking about machines and algorithms in these terms is problematic, I am more concerned 

with how we ought to think about such socio-technical systems. It is with this in mind that I 

will investigate the notion of agency, specifically moral agency, to test whether artificial 

entities might have such a capacity. My focus is not with specific theories of action but rather 

more methodological, in that I will concern myself with the question of what the best 

approach might be in our quest to understand the potential for artificial moral agency. The 

two approaches I will assess in my talk are intentional and functional orientations to moral 

agency. While I find functional approaches more philosophically fruitful, I will argue we are 

better off approaching the question of agency in pragmatic terms. Such an approach admits 

of a certain pluralism, in which agency is to be understood in hybrid terms, involving both 

humans and technology.

04.02.2021

Birgit Benzing:  

Values in scientific concepts: between epistemic rigour and societal relevance

In this talk, I explore the status of scientific concepts that are of societal interest, a situation that is 
typical for mandated sciences such as animal welfare science. Scientific concepts often derive from 
folk concepts that encompass an evaluative component. However, according to the ideal of value-
freedom, to which many scientists commit, scientific concepts should rid the evaluative component. 
This situation leads to debates about whether a purely scientific concept formation is possible, 
whether incorporation of values diminishes the epistemic quality of science, and whether results 
deriving from a purely descriptive concept may be able to provide solutions for the societal concerns. 
I will address this problem by drawing on Bernard Williams’s distinction between thin and thick 
concepts. Thick concepts have an evaluative and a descriptive component and they are action-
guiding, i.e. provide us with a reason to act. I will claim that on a thin conception of animal welfare, 
whether scientific results are (easily) understood and implemented by the public, policy makers or 
farmers, is outside the remit of science. But on a thick conception of animal welfare, the action-
guiding aspects becomes much more important. Consequently, science-based recommendations that 
incorporate the evaluative component at least to some extent will correspond more to the original 
concern and be less misleading – and this is what society expects from mandated sciences. 


