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In contrast, Martin Heidegger (3) viewed intersubjectively
tacit assumptions embedding scientific theorizing as a key
that can unlock the cognitive straightjacket of pure science.
Heidegger placed these implicit cultural biases at the remote
limits of science’s theoretical web, beyond its horizon of ex-
plicit cognizance under ordinary circumstances. However,
recognition may erupt as a pragmatic necessity when suffi-
ciently large breakdowns in the use of the web arise (3).

Popper would call such crises critical experimental falsifi-
cations. Quine, Duhem, and Davidson might term them mas-
sive empirical perturbations in the network. Heidegger framed
them as golden opportunities to cast our gaze beyond theo-
ries as mere workaday tools. However, he also comprehended
the price that such enhanced vistas exact.

In Heideggerian terms, violent assaults by the world of em-
pirical practice on our culturally conditioned notions of ab-
stract theorizing as a comfortable mode of human existence
will decenter the scientific subject at his or her core. These
jolts must generate ontic anxiety that cannot be anticipated
in advance by the authoritative pronouncements of agenda-
setting peer conferences or assuaged after the fact by the nos-
trum of consensual fiat.

Hence, one might justifiably ask, beyond mere science, can
even meta-science, whose notion of progress is itself shot
through with existential angst, contain the problem of anxiety?
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Dr. Alexopoulos Replies

TO THE EDITOR: Dr. Mender’s letter offers additional support
for my view that experimentally sound scientific findings
have only relative value and underscores the importance of
nonscientific processes. He points out that thinkers from two
disparate traditions raise questions about the safety of exper-
imentally supported conclusions.

Dr. Mender’s first point is that the experimental method
cannot adequately confirm or reject scientific hypotheses.
This view has been articulated in the “Duhem-Quine thesis”
and is based on the assumption that hypotheses cannot be
tested in isolation from the theoretical network in which they

belong (1, 2). Scientists do not subject an isolated hypothesis
to testing but only a whole group of hypotheses. Thus, testing
a hypothesis depends on its background assumptions. When
the background assumptions are challenged, the observa-
tions that initially were used to justify a hypothesis become
irrelevant. However, when a predicted event fails to occur, it is
evident that something in the hypothesis needs to be changed,
but nothing in the experiment indicates what the change
should be. Consequently, any hypothesis can be safeguarded
from falsity, so long as scientists are prepared to make appro-
priate adjustments to other parts of the theoretical frame-
work. Therefore, critical experiments alone may be inade-
quate to change the zeitgeist of science.

Dr. Mender’s second point emphasizes the power of culture
in the scientific process. It is based on the existentialist view
that embeddedness in a cultural context contributes to an in-
veterate tendency toward conventionalism and inauthentic-
ity (3). Scientists are not immune to this problem. As they be-
come initiated in the practices of the scientific community,
they are inclined to drift along with the crowd, enacting ste-
reotyped roles. The current competitive funding and publica-
tion system encourages conformity and compromises the sci-
entists’ ability to seize on and define their own scientific lives.
Thus, to be authentic is not an expected consequence of the
scientific process and requires action.

Paraphrasing Socrates’s “εν οιδα οτι ουδεν οιδα,” one can
argue that there is no safety in science or anything else. None-
theless, despite its limitations, science has offered the sound-
est approach to understanding and treating psychopathology.
Most of the recent treatment advances in psychiatry have
been based on science. Thus, my argument is not one of sci-
entific nihilism but one that emphasizes the need for aware-
ness of the nonscientific forces influencing the scientific pro-
cess, including the scientific culture and its extremes, the
evolving means of experimentation, and the social factors
that promote scientific productivity. Because scientific crite-
ria alone cannot define scientific priorities, this responsibility
falls on investigators and policy makers.
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