The Problems of Experiment

Collins and Pinch:  experimenters’ regress

Experiment showing claim is right
Experiment showing claim is wrong

Believe claim
Competently performed
Incompetently performed

Don’t believe claim
Incompetently performed
Competently performed

Gieryn:  experimenters need credibility

· outside the experts’ community, but also inside it

· from narratives or other resources

· personal reputation

· professional or amateur
· diplomas

· institutional affiliation (Harvard University or South Kentucky College)

· nationality (from Britain or from Tajikistan)

· style (modest, spectacular)

· independence of claimant

Problem Categories:

1. In the lab:  how do you know whether your experiment is finished?

· usually more than one try

· experiment itself does not indicate

(classroom practice)

(Hooke trying it at home)

2. Going public:  how do you convince others of the correctness of your results?

· direct witnessing

· replication

· description

(RS meetings, “virtual witnessing”)

3.
Others’ claims: how do you know someone else’s report is trustworthy?
· replication

· other sources (as mentioned earlier)
(C17: 
personal status was important



—compare travelers’ stories, gentlemen, divers’ reports)

4.
Why are experiments a better source of knowledge than others?

· Aristotle:  only artificial knowledge

· no certainty (like in mathematical proof)

· in practice: not open for everybody to check

· only knowledge of particulars, not of general and fundamental problems

(S&S: distinction from metaphysics for philosophical peace)

5. How to chose between two modes of experimentation?

· Lab / field - 1920s: plant classification

· Accumulating facts / testing hypotheses – Chemical Revolution

· Different lab practices – 1940s: chemical analysis / instrumental analysis

· QSAR or combinatorial chemistry

“See for yourself”  is too simple
 The transition from “I saw” to “we know” requires lots of work

and well-established conventions
