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Schedule

Date Presenter and Topic 

Thursday, 15 April 2021, 
16:00-18:00 

Luis Lopez 
Machine Learning Models and Understanding of Phenomena 

Thursday, 22 April 2021, 
16:00-18:00 

Jonas Lipski 
Evaluating Competing Rules of Representation in Economics 

Thursday, 29 April 2021, 
16:00-18:00 

George Barimah 
Lay Assessment of Scientific Expert Testimony and Sharing of Epistemic 
Burdens 

Thursday, 6 May 2021 No meeting 
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Date Presenter and Topic 

Thursday, 13 May 2021 No colloquium – public holiday in Bielefeld and Hannover (Christi 
Himmelfahrt / Ascension Day) 

Thursday, 20 May 2021, 
16:00-18:00 

Markus Dressel 
The Science-Society Relation: Mapping the Landscape of Arguments 

Thursday, 27 May 2021, 
16:00-18:00 

Anna Höhl 
Grasping and Explaining – The GE-Account of Scientific Understanding 

Thursday, 3 June 2021 No colloquium – public holiday in Bielefeld (Fronleichnam / Corpus Christi) 

Thursday, 10 June 2021, 
16:00-18:00 

Phil Torres 
Who Cares if Humanity Dies Out? The Origins and Evolution of Existential 
Ethics 

Thursday, 17 June 2021, 
16:00-18:00 

Minea Gartzlaff 
Different Heuristics for Application Development and the Role of 
Understanding 

Thursday, 24 June 2021, 
16:00-18:00 

Robert Frühstückl 
Biodiversity – Where are we now and how did we get there? 

Thursday, 1 July 2021, 
16:00-18:00 

Ina Gawel 
Can the Unknown be Evaluated? The Role of the Purpose of Peer Review 

Thursday, 8 July 2021, 
16:00-18:00 

Simon Hollnaicher 
What can Integrated Assessment Models Provide to Assessing Feasibility in 
Climate Mitigation? 

Thursday, 15 July 2021, 
16:00-18:00 

Basel Myhub 
The Role of Epistemic Tasks in Application-Driven Research Projects 

Thursday, 22 July 2021, 
16:00-18:00 

Philipp Eichenberger 
What is the Epistemic Status of Happiness - and why is it Measured? 

Abstracts

15/04/2021

Luis Lopez: 

Machine Learning Models and Understanding of Phenomena

Scientists are using Machine Learning (ML) models more and more. Their deployment in scientific research has 

shown that they can make accurate predictions in domains where non-ML models fail to do the same. But science 

is not just about prediction; it is also about understanding. So here comes the point at issue: can ML models also 

provide understanding of phenomena? If so, how, and what kind of understanding? Moreover, do scientists need 

to understand how these models work to understand phenomena with them? I address these questions in my 

talk.
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22/04/2021

Jonas Lipski: 

Evaluating Competing Rules of Representation in Economics

In my previous talks I presented the philosophical framework I am working with and the content of one of my 

case studies. In this talk I will present one outcome of the application of this framework to the case study. One 

fundamental difference separating different traditions in Economics is their different ways to represent 

phenomena. In the case I will discuss, the Neoclassical tradition competes with the Austrian School of Economics. 

While the former allows for substantial idealizations as a means to represent phenomena, the latter insists on 

realism. I will present an argument that singles out an undesirable consequence of the practice of idealization. 

This argument will lead me to prescribe the Austrian approach to solve a specific category of problems in 

Economics.

29/04/2021

George Barimah: 

Lay Assessment of Scientific Expert Testimony and Sharing of Epistemic Burdens

Scientific experts have technical and superior knowledge of a particular field which laypersons lack. Despite the 

privileged epistemic condition of experts vis-à-vis laypersons, most scientific expert claims have implications for 

the public. Therefore, it becomes imperative to ask whether laypersons should and can assess scientific expert 

claims which have implications for their life and well-being. In this presentation, I engage the responses provided 

by some social epistemologists to this question by identifying some problems with their recommendations. I 

propose that laypersons will be in a better position to assess scientific expert claims if experts facilitate ‘second-

order assessment’ of their claims.

20/05/2021

Markus Dressel: 

The Science-Society Relation: Mapping the Landscape of Arguments

What is the appropriate place of science in society? Despite the vast literature on the subject, there is no 

universally agreed model of the science-society relation. On the contrary, the landscape of arguments is 

inconsistent and heterogeneous. One major reason is that, when we are asking for the right place of science in 

society, we are actually asking a range of different, yet hard to answer questions. Relevant issues include 

scientific agenda setting, value-freedom and value-ladenness, notions of scientific and non-scientific knowledge, 

political and social legitimacy, rational action, or structural aspects of modern societies. This paper aims to 

systematize this complexity. I present a conceptual framework that includes six dimensions of the science-society 

relation and three ideal-typical science-society models. Contrary to a tendency in the literature, I argue that these 

models should be treated as stylized extreme positions, and that they should not be used as a means to criticize 

diverging views as, e.g., “technocratic”.
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27/05/2021

Anna Höhl: 

Grasping and Explaining – The GE-Account of Scientific Understanding

Scientists strive to understand the phenomena they are researching, and philosophers have recently picked up 

the task to analyze what scientific understanding is and how scientists achieve it. I present a novel answer to 

these issues, namely, the ‘Grasping and Explaining Account of Scientific Understanding’ (GE-account). I argue 

that a scientist S has understanding of an empirical phenomenon P in context C if and only if S, as a member of 

a scientific community, has the abilities to grasp relations P stands in and to articulate these relations in form of 

new explanations of (aspects of) P, which are then approved by the scientific community, through the possession 

and usage of relevant knowledge and further research skills. That is, according to the GE-account, scientific 

understanding is a cognitive ability to make sense of a phenomenon in a scientifically appropriate manner, an 

ability that can only be achieved by training and participating in scientific practice.

10/06/2021

Phil Torres: 

Who Cares if Humanity Dies Out? The Origins and Evolution of Existential Ethics

This talk offers a brief survey of philosophical thinking about the ethical and evaluative implications of human 

extinction. I divide the history of this thinking into five roughly chronological, thematically bound periods: the 

first centered around the meaningfulness of life given the inevitable destruction of humanity due to the Second 

Law of thermodynamics. The second shifted the focus toward the need for a new ethics given the radical 

expansion of our causal powers after the invention of thermonuclear weapons. The third solidified the idea that 

our extinction would constitute a tragedy in itself—a “Second Death”—given that it would “cancel” future 

generations and, in doing so, (a) destroy the Common World, (b) reduce the total sum of happiness, and (c) 

prevent the “ideal goods” from being perfected. The fourth arose in the early 2000s, and emphasized that the 

by far the worst aspect of extinction is the “opportunity cost” of failing to realize our apparently vast “potential” 

in the cosmos. Finally, the most recent shift unfolded over just the past few years, as philosophers have, for the 

first time ever, offered systematic analyses of human extinction from non-utilitarian perspectives. In discussing 

these waves, I will foreground important and innovative shifts in our understanding of the stakes involved, and 

highlight the fact that serious philosophical work on this paramount topic—a cluster of conundrums that I place 

under the umbrella of “Existential Ethics”—is extremely new, and hence underdeveloped.

17/06/2021

Minea Gartzlaff: 

Different Heuristics for Application Development and the Role of Understanding

In my talk I will discuss different research heuristics for application development. Based on several case studies 

of application-oriented research in the life sciences, I will identify three different heuristics that might be 

followed to achieve applications. They include heuristics that build understanding in order to develop 

applications as well as heuristics that employ trial-and-error testing. The most common heuristic in my case 

studies, however, combined both aspects. It started with trial-and-error testing and then built understanding of 

the results as a follow-up. Given that trial-and-error testing can be a fast and easy approach to application 

development, the question arises why the additional epistemic work was conducted. Evidence from the case 

studies suggests that understanding was generally considered important for successful application development 

by both researchers and industry partners. I conclude by discussing the implications of my findings for the 

epistemic characteristics of application-oriented research. 
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24/06/2021

Robert Frühstückl: 

Biodiversity – Where are we now and how did we get there?

In addition to its widespread use in environmental policy and general appeal to the public, the concept of 

biodiversity has also led to some controversy. Very soon after its introduction, ecologists and biologists pointed 

out that it is merely impossible to give a general unified definition of the term. The intuitive understanding of 

biodiversity as the variety of life at multiple levels of organization would end up equating biodiversity with the 

totality of biology, which makes the concept almost theoretically meaningless and practically useless in guiding 

conservation decisions in the face of limited resources. At the same time, biodiversity was supposed to be a 

measurable property on the basis of which success or failure of conservation practices should be determined. In 

the face of these difficulties, there are several arguments that values do have to enter already into the definition 

of biodiversity. In this talk, I will discuss one influential proposal for such a value-driven definition in the context 

of conservation biology. I will show, however, that this approach runs into the problem of biodiversity-

eliminativism, the view that we should eliminate the concept of biodiversity from conservation biology. 

01/07/2021

Ina Gawel: 

Can the Unknown be Evaluated? The Role of the Purpose of Peer Review 

The debate on pre-publication peer review has grown in recent years, and peer review itself seems to polarize. 

Authors either defend peer review despite stating its deficiencies or demand to abandon it. However, there 

seems to be agreement on the imperfection of peer review; one of many recurring criticisms is that it does not 

fulfill its purpose. Concrete approaches to remedy these criticisms altogether, however, are not explicitly 

formulated. I suppose this can be due to two reasons: First, research on the topic of scholarly peer review is 

fragmented. Authors hardly refer to each other, and if they do, they do not do so across disciplines. Second, the 

absence of a consensus on the purpose of pre-publication peer review that goes beyond referring to it as a quality 

control mechanism. E.g., it remains unclear whether peer review is supposed to sort out submissions of the 

lowest quality, help develop submissions of low quality upwards or transmit only submissions of the highest 

quality. This is, inter alia, reflected in diverging expectations that editors and reviewers have of reviewers' tasks. 

The combination of both points hinders the development of concrete improvements to peer review. I argue that 

a shared basic understanding of the purpose of pre-publication peer review is necessary to evaluate whether it 

actually does not fulfill its purpose. Without this baseline, it might remain difficult for the discussion on peer 

review to provide meaningful suggestions.

08/07/2021

Simon Hollnaicher: 

What can Integrated Assessment Models Provide to Assessing Feasibility in 

Climate Mitigation?

In the 2015 Paris Agreement, the international community set itself the goal of limiting global warming to 2 °C 

and pursue efforts to stay below 1.5 °C. This ambitious political goal increased interest in the question of the 

feasibility of these goals. The IPCC set out to provide an assessment of the feasibility question in its Special Report 

on the 1.5 °C goal, in which Integrated Assessment Models played a significant role. Given the rising solution-

orientation of the IPCC, the role of IAMs in systematically assessing feasibility will only increase further. In my 

talk, I want to link this ambition to some conceptual context. I will discuss the concept of feasibility and what role 

it plays in our normative thinking. From this conceptual exploration, I will draw some inferences on what kind of 

facts are looked for, how IAMs can potentially contribute to this task, and what limitations and problems arise. 
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15/07/2021

Basel Myhub: 

The Role of Epistemic Tasks in Application-Driven Research Projects

In this talk, I examine the role and nature of epistemic tasks in application-driven research projects. I do so by 

considering examples from the chemical research. I argue that A) researchers in projects with less established 

theoretical frameworks and/or ambitious goals tend to undertake more epistemic tasks that are only indirectly 

relevant for the practical goal. This is because researchers need to compensate for the uncertainty that comes 

with such projects by broadening and enriching the relevant theoretical framework. I further claim that B) in 

“practically focused projects,” that is, where goals are concrete, realistic, and potentially achievable, and/or 

industrial pressure is present,  researchers limit their epistemic research to only those tasks that (are expected 

to) have direct relevance to the practical goal at hand. In other words, epistemic tasks are performed if and only 

if the to-be-gained theoretical knowledge was directly relevant for achieving the practical goal. To support B, I 

show that a distinction between directly and indirectly relevant epistemic tasks can be made.

22/07/2021

Philipp Eichenberger: 

What is the Epistemic Status of Happiness - and why is it Measured?

Measuring unknown entities like happiness is a difficult task and begs the question of how initial measures are 

supposed to be taken and calibrated. In my talk I am going to give a brief introduction into the evolution of 

measuring instrument in the field of happiness and the procedures taken to rule out alternative explanations. I 

am going to show that initial measures were incrementally improved by cross-comparison with other measures 

and their respective correlation. Newer measures seem to have adopted a different route by mainly comparing 

instrumental scores with their ability to pick up effectiveness of therapy. This leads us back to the initial question: 

what is happiness and what is its epistemic status? 


