Practical discourse in nursing: going beyond

empiricism and historicism

This discussion presents a critical appraisal of recent works in Advances in Nursing Science that have dealt
with metatheoretical concerns. In metatheoretical analysis, such as that presented by Silva and Rothbart,
nurses are beginning to focus on the traditions that have guided research. This process should be extended
by reviewing historical stages of development in empiricist and postempiricist philosophy. Recent work in
postempiricist philosophy is especially important since it can help nursing transcend historicist insights.
Continental philosophy goes beyond historicist critique by focusing on practical discourse within a
community of investigators. This is a stage of development that can be rationally decisive for the scientific

development of nursing.
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ETATHEORETICAL CONCERN

is the beginning of a new stage of

self-consciousness in nursing. The commu-

nity of nurse-investigators is coming to

know itself by looking critically at the way
it practices science.

One important sign of intellectual matu-
rity is self-consciousness. This is a develop-
mental state in which humans gradually
become aware of themselves. By looking
critically at the ways in which reality is
framed and the ways in which humans
relate to natural objects and other human
subjects, individuals gradually come to
know something new about themselves.
Self-consciousness begins with a passage
from naive perceptions of objects as
though they were things in themselves (the
natural attitude) to a reflective awareness
that, far from being things in themselves,
objects exist for humans, the knowing
subjects. This transition from a naive, natu-
ral attitude to an awareness of self through
the object, is a developmental state that is
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usually associated with maturity and
autonomy.'

Nursing researchers are experiencing this
transition and becoming self-conscious for
the first time in the history of nursing.
Articles in Advances in Nursing Science
have indicated a quickened interest in
metatheoretical questions.”* This is a
heightened awareness of nursing as a com-
munity of investigators concerned about
the traditions that are guiding nursing
research.

As nursing scholarship engages in this
metatheoretical discourse, nursing re-
searchers make the transition from the natu-
ral attitude to self-consciousness. They
leave behind naive perceptions of objects
and look more critically at how nursing
science constitutes the human world. This is
a passage to self-consciousness: a commu-
nity of investigators coming to know itself
by focusing on the traditions that have
guided its research.

In one of the most historically perceptive
articles appearing in recent nursing litera-
ture, Silva and Rothbart’ have engaged in
this type of self-conscious analysis. They
have identified trends in philosophy that
have influenced nursing theory and
research, and they have identified an
important dichotomy or division between
two schools of thought in postempiricist
philosophy of science. This is the debate
between the empiricist tradition and histor-
icist critique, a debate between those who
adhere to the tenets of logical empiricism
and those who place the process of inquiry
within a historically situated, tradition-
bound research program. Since the 1960s
the historicist critique has been advanced
in its greatest intensity by thinkers such as
Kuhn, Feyerabend, Lakatos, and Lauden.

By focusing the debate in postempiricist
philosophy of science in this way and by
emphasizing the contribution of Lauden,
Silva and Rothbart present a distinctly
American view of the situation in contem-
porary philosophy. The debate in postem-
piricist philosophy of science has been
joined by many more thinkers, who carry
the discourse far beyond the insights of
Lauden. Specifically, the contribution of
recent continental philosophy is one that
can add critical insights by extending the
work begun by Silva and Rothbart. And
this extension, a continued exploration of
the debate in postempiricist philosophy of
science, can have a positive influence on
nursing’s self-understanding.

EMPIRICIST PHILOSOPHY

Semantic analysis

In a remarkable study of the postempiri-
cist era, Bernstein’ has extended the analy-
sis of historicist and empiricist positions.
He has explored developments in contem-
porary empiricism, and his work can be
used to understand why empiricism has
had such a major impact on nursing theory
and research. The history of contemporary
empiricism began with early attempts by
logical empiricists to ground knowledge
claims in a single term by making a word
or a concept the primary epistemological
unit. In this stage, researchers were preoc-
cupied with attempts to isolate "logical
proper names” and with proper methods of

“ostensive definition.” "

It might be argued that this stage of
development is still present in nursing.
Current theoretical discourse in nursing
includes a preoccupation thh 'pr0per"
techniques of concept analysis,*” in which



Current theoretical discourse in
nursing includes a preoccupation
with "“proper” techniques of concept
analysis, in which nursing scholars
focus on words or concepts as the
fundamental unit of any knowledge
claim.

nursing scholars focus on words or con-
cepts as the fundamental unit of any
knowledge claim. A great amount of
emphasis is placed on semantic analysis
and proper techniques for “operationaliz-
ing” concepts. These research practices
reflect the influence of early empiricism.

The concern with ostensive definition in
nursing may reflect an underlying convic-
tion borrowed from early empiricism, the
conviction that there must be permanent,
ahistorical standards for grounding knowl-
edge in reality. The attempt to isolate
logical proper names and to use rigorous
methods for ostensive definition is a search
for foundations. Empiricists argue that if
concepts are defined clearly and distinctly
enough and if they are linked to corre-
sponding pieces of reality, they can serve as
fundamental epistemological units, as a
stable, unchanging foundation for future
knowledge claims.

Hypothesis testing

Early in the 20th century, empiricism saw
a shift of focus, and a new emphasis was
placed on the proposition, observation
statement, or descriptive sentence as the
primary epistemological unit for ground-
ing knowledge. Empiricists including
Schlick,” Hempel,” and Neurath' were pre-
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occupied with “protocol sentences.” These
were new attempts to demonstrate that
observation statements or hypotheses that
were properly confirmed could be the
foundation for future knowledge.

This stage of the empiricist tradition has
had a profound effect on nursing scholars.
Hypothesis testing and the concern over
empirical techniques for confirming hypo-
theses led quickly to the insights of Pop-
per,"' who argued that scientific method is
a rigorous attempt to falsify hypotheses,
not to confirm them. This stage of the
empiricist tradition was a significant socio-
logical event. It created a definition of
“proper” scientific method that touched
many nurse scholars, especially those
involved in the nurse scientist program.

This phase of development is still appar-
ent in nursing. Current theoretical dis-
course includes an ongoing concern with
hypothesis testing. In the 1960s and 1970s,
Dickoff and James' and Diers" formalized
a popular view of hypothesis testing in
nursing. These authors presented hypothe-
sis testing as a "middle range tier” in a
hierarchy of knowledge claims. At the base
of this pyramid were concepts and catego-
ries ““unique to nursing,” which were to be
isolated in descriptive, exploratory studies,
providing a first level foundation for nurs-
ing knowledge. At the next level in this
hierarchy, observation statements or hypo-
theses were to be empirically tested. These
provided a second-level foundation for
future knowledge claims. Finally, succeed-
ing levels in their hierarchy were to be
achieved by the generation of “prescrip-
tive” or “situation producing” theory.

The concern with hypothesis testing in
nursing again reflects an underlying “foun-
dationalism” borrowed from early empiri-
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cists. The metaphor of a pyramid is a very
powerful image of foundationalism as it
has affected nursing. In this metaphor,
hypothesis testing, or the confirmation of
observation statements in the clinical con-
texts of nursing practice, was to provide a
second-level foundation for succeeding
knowledge claims.

Conceptual schemes

Nursing moved very rapidly away from
its concern with isolated hypothesis test-
ing. By the early 1980s, nursing discourse
showed an increased concern with concep-
tual schemes as the primary unit of episte-
mological analysis. This shift paralleled
similar developments in the empiricist tra-
dition. The empiricist concern with
hypothesis testing

set off the search for a criterion of cognitive
meaning that would once and for all distin-
guish empirically meaningful propositions
from those that paraded as cognitively mean-
ingful propositions but failed to meet a "rigor-
ous” criterion of empirical meaning. But with
the failure of all such attempts and the increas-
ing realization of the futility of the entire
project, there was a shift away from isolated
propositions, statements and sentences to a
focus on the conceptual scheme or framework
as the proper unit of epistemological analy-
sis. P

The shift from “isolated” hypothesis
testing to a focus on conceptual schemes is
a phase that nursing is currently experienc-
ing. The empiricist tradition moved
quickly to this stage when it had difficulty
distinguishing empirically meaningful prop-
ositions from those that “paraded” as cogni-
tively meaningful propositions. This was a
struggle with the normative dimensions of

science and with values concerning which
statements would be accepted as “valid,”
“legitimate” knowledge claims and which
would be rejected as value statements.

In the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, several
conceptual schemes have developed in
nursing,"® and all of them are scholarly
attempts to ground knowledge claims
within a conceptual and theoretical con-
text. "Metatheoretical” discourse is now
being organized around the project of
testing various conceptual models in nurs-
ing.”! With this shift in emphasis, nursing
investigators are no longer focusing exclu-
sively on isolated propositions; they have
taken up the project of empirically testing
conceptual schemes.

The movement of nursing to this third
stage of development has been heralded as
a “progressive’” step and has even been
characterized as yielding an “optimistic
view of the discipline.”*?" It seems impor-
tant, however, to identify characteristics of
this stage as it has been experienced in the
empiricist tradition.

This third stage has proved to be highly
unstable for a variety of reasons. There are
deep difficulties in trying to clarify just what is
a conceptual scheme, how we demarcate one
conceptual scheme from another and how
radical are the differences among various con-
ceptual schemes. But an even more fundamen-
tal difficulty concerns what these so-called
conceptual schemes are supposed to be
about. ... The very idea that there is a distinc-
tion between “something” that is known
(uncontaminated by different conceptual
schemes) and the various schemes for conceiv-
ing or knowing it is suspect.X?””

Theory testing, the third stage of devel-
opment, has proved to be unstable because
of fundamental difficulties with Cartesian



and neo-Kantian assumptions. Such as-
sumptions presume that there is a distinc-
tion between the subject and object and
that phenomena can be distinguished from
the conceptual schemes used to "know”
them. Investigators involved in “theory
testing” recognize rapidly that their
research practices serve as a frame of
reference orienting their access to phenom-
ena. Thus, for example, nurse researchers
using a Rogerian framework recognize that
their language, concepts, and methods
frame clinical phenomena in a unique man-
ner, influencing the way Rogerians “have
access” to human beings.”"*

Historical development

With such recognitions, nurse research-
ers have experienced a beginning aware-
ness of the biases and prejudices inherent
in nursing research programs. In other
disciplines, our counterparts in the empiri-
cist tradition have quickly moved to a
fourth stage of development, the stage
directly preceding and leading to histori-
cist awareness.

The fourth stage of development in the philos-
ophy of science in this century is characterized
by the increasing realization that when it
comes to interesting questions about the
rationality of scientific inquiry, we must focus
on the conflict of theories, paradigms, research
programs and research traditions in their Ais-
torical development. ... The unit of appraisal
becomes the research program, 'a series of
theories rather than an isolated theory'.... A
research program is something which is not
static but which develops and changes over
time. . .. In scientific development, we have an
historical phenomenon that is analogous to
that of tradition, and indeed, competing tradi-
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tions, which can inform ’Practice and are modi-
fied by further practice Xr™

This fourth stage of development in the
postempiricist era is on the horizon for
nursing. Works like that of Silva and
Rothbart’ point to a self-consciousness
within nursing and an awareness of
research programs as a series of theories.
New discourse about “metaparadigms”?
in nursing may cautiously be viewed as
further evidence for this transition. If a

If a metaparadigm may be construed
as a series of theories in the sense
described here, then nursing may be
starting to focus on its own scientific
development by becoming conscious of
its own historically changing
research programs.

metaparadigm may be construed as a series
of theories in the sense described here,
then nursing may be starting to focus on its
own scientific development by becoming
conscious of its own historically changing
research programs. This is a gradual pro-
cess of recognizing that nursing research
programs are historically changing tradi-
tions. Nursing may be about to confront
and, hopefully, transcend historicist in-
sights.

HISTORICIST DEBATE

As Silva and Rothbart demonstrate,
historicism has had a profound influence
on recent postempiricist philosophy.
Thinkers like . Lauden,” Feyerabend,?
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Kuhn,” Lakatos,” and Rorty® have consis-
tently challenged empiricist presupposi-
tions. They have demonstrated that scien-
tific disputes generally are not resolved by
an appeal to the canons of deductive logic.
Historicists have found that when dis-
agreements arise within a community of
investigators, they usually are not resolved
by rigidly adhering to methods of observa-
tion, verification, confirmation, or falsifica-
tion. In times of “crisis,” scientific develop-
ment frequently is steered by imaginative,
innovative, “abductive” practices. This his-
toricist discovery has challenged late 20th
century empiricist notions about an
ahistorical, “logically necessary” scientific
method.

Frequently, these historicists’ insights
have been misinterpreted. Some research-
ers have protested that the view of science
presented by historicism is basically irra-
tional. Historicists seem to be describing
science as an activity that relies on emotiv-
ism or noncognitivism to settle scientific
disputes. Lauden™ mistakenly interprets
Kuhn in this way. But this response to
historicism is unfortunate since it misses
the main point of historicist critique.

Historicism has been struggling with the
practical character of scientific rationality.
Historicists have been focusing on deliber-
ation and trying to identify the forms of
rational persuasion and argumentation that
take place in disputes over rival paradigms,
theories, or research programs.

As a result of recent work in philosophy and
history of science, an appreciation of the
practical character of rationality in science has
been emerging. ... The “practical” character
[of rationality] underscores the role of choice,
deliberation, conflicting variable opinions and

the judgmental quality of rationality.... The
sharing of criteria by communities of scientists
allows for and indeed requires, interpretation,
weighing, and the application of these criteria
to specific choices and decisions. . . . Scientific
argumentation, especially at those moments of
“scientific revolution” requires rational persua-
sion, persuasion which cannot be assimilated
to models of deductive proof and inductive
generalization.**™"

Postempiricist philosophy has been
struggling to understand this practical
dimension of scientific rationality. Histori-
cists, however, have not been able to
uncover the "whys” and “hows” of this
process. What kind of rationality is it that
moves scientific communities in certain
directions and not in others? How does
rational deliberation proceed within a
community of investigators?

Silva and Rothbart® have played an
incredibly important role in introducing
historicist insights to nursing, but their
project must be extended by exploring the
postempiricist era in philosophy. This
exploration can help the community of
nursing scholars understand the practical
character of scientific rationality in nurs-
ing.

Two thinkers in the continental tradition
have added important dimensions to post-
empiricist philosophy. The works of Gad-
amer” and Habermas®™ are late attempts
to go beyond historicist insights. These
continental thinkers have struggled to
recover the practical dimension of rational-
ity in science. They have viewed histori-
cally changing research programs as tradi-
tions and have explored the ways in which
tradition, broadly speaking, mediates hu-
man understanding.



TRADITION IN
POSTEMPIRICIST PHILOSOPHY

Preunderstanding

The work of Gadamer has only recently
been discovered in American philosophy.
As a student of Heidegger,* he has carried
on work common to continental philoso-
phy. He is therefore relatively unfamiliar to
many American scholars who have been
more concerned with issues in analytic
philosophy. Focusing on experiences such
as aesthetic judgment, jurisprudence, his-
torical understanding, and the interpreta-
tion of texts, Gadamer has demonstrated
that human understanding occurs through
the interpretation of tradition; he has
argued that the interpretation of tradition
is not just an epistemological category, but
an ontological one—lying at the center of
being.

For Gadamer, tradition is the total back-
ground of practices, vocabulary, concepts,
and hypotheses that humans bring to a
project. Thus, tradition may be character-
ized as preunderstanding, a total back-
ground of prejudices and prejudgments
that condition the process of understand-
ing. For those in German philosophy, tra-
dition contains the following forms of
prejudice or prejudgment.’*?'

1. Vorhabe (fore-having)—The totality of prac-
tices which "have us” or make us who we
are, and thus determine what we find intelli-
gible. In any science this is the “disciplinary
matrix” a student acquires in becoming a
scientist which enables him [or her] to
determine what are the scientifically rele-
vant facts.

2. Vorsicht (fore-sight)—The vocabulary or
conceptual scheme we bring to any prob-
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lem. In the case of our culture this is what,
according to the philosophy of the age,
counts as real. In science, this is whatever is
taken to be relevant dimensions of a prob-
lem.

3. Vorgriff—A specific hypothesis, which
within the overall theory, can be confirmed
or disconfirmed by the data.

These characteristics of tradition empha-
size not only theoretical biases, but also
real social practices or skills acquired in
various forms of socialization and appren-
ticeship. Scientific skills themselves in-
fluence the way investigators have access
to phenomena. Practical skills influence
what investigators find intelligible in a
situation and what questions they will ask.
Real, concrete social practices, combined
with language, theoretical schemes, and
hypotheses make up this total background
of preunderstanding. This background is
the basis for human understanding.

Dialogue

With this interpretation of tradition,
Gadamer and others in continental philos-
ophy present a view of human inquiry that
differs radically from the empiricist posi-
tion. If all understanding involves some
form of prejudice or prejudgment, some
empiricists might argue that to gain knowl-
edge, we must “bracket” or overcome this
prejudice. For objectivists, this means
using the “right method,” usually the
methods of natural science, to overcome
human prejudice. For other empiricists, the
point is to test prejudices rather than to

remove them. Formalized processes of

hypothesis testing that are attempts at
confirmation or falsification are the empiri-
cist answer to testing these prejudices.
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Gadamer,” on the other hand, argues
that humans cannot be devoid of preju-
dices and that prejudices cannot be tested
in a straightforward, neutral manner. He
does hold, however, that through the inter-
pretation of tradition, humans can discrim-
inate between blind and enabling preju-
dices.

Gadamer does want to make the all-important
distinction between blind prejudices and ‘jus-
tified prejudices, productive of knowledge. . ..
For Gadamer, it is in and through the encoun-
ter with what is handed down to us through
tradition that we discover which of our preju-
dices are blind and which are enabling. ... It is
through the dialogical encounter with what is
at once alien to us, makes a claim upon us and
has an affinity with what we are that we can
open ourselves to risking and testing our
prejudices. P

Thus, the process of human understand-
ing is comparable to the interpretation of
tradition. It is a dialogical process of dis-
covering inherited “biases” or prejudg-
ments and recognizing some prejudgments
as blind and others as genuinely enabling.
For Gadamer, this process does not occur
through a silent act of self-reflection; it
occurs in dialogue, in linguistic experi-
ences.

Gadamer's insights suggest something
about the way in which nursing researchers
have appropriated the empiricist tradition.
Empiricism makes a claim of validity on a
community of investigators in dialogical
exchange. At first, this claim is made as
nursing researchers listen. In graduate and
undergraduate education focusing on
nursing research, nursing scholars have
listened to the authoritative text of the
empiricist tradition. Until recently, this
tradition has been presented with little

critique, and the community of nursing
scholars may have listened without ques-
tioning the authority of empiricist text.

In this dialogue, listening itself is condi-
tioned by the prejudices of nursing schol-
ars and by all the prejudgments (practices
and theories) that have formed them. The
community of nursing investigators has
most frequently opened itself to the empir-
icist tradition in paradoxical, contradictory
ways. Nurse researchers listen to empiri-
cism with all the preunderstanding of
working nurses, a predominantly female
labor force in 20th century postindustrial-
ized society. Social practices, language, and
conceptual schemes of working class
nurses are one layer of prejudice that
influences the way nurses listen. But in
sometimes contradictory ways, nursing
researchers also listen to the empiricist
tradition with all of the preunderstanding
of aspiring academicians. Social practices,
language, and conceptual schemes of
upper middle class intellectuals are another
layer of prejudice that influences the way
nursing scholars listen, what they hear in
empiricism, and the questions they ask.

Beyond listening, this dialogue with
empiricism also involves interpretation.
This is the act of emphasizing some dimen-
sions of empiricist text more than others.
Some nursing scholars have chosen to
emphasize theoretical dimensions such as
concept formation, hypothesis testing, or
theory testing, and these choices have been
influenced by the prejudices of nursing
scholars; that is, by all the conceptual
schemes, vocabulary, and research skills
acquired in graduate education. These pre-
judgments may have a parodoxical, contra-
dictory effect on nursing scholars and the
interpretation of empiricism. The contra-



dictions of foundationalism in nursing
theory development are examples of the
paradoxical ways in which nursing has
interpreted empiricism.

Phronesis

Finally, Gadamer” believes that the
interpretation of tradition involves the step
of application. This process resembles the
classical mode of ethicopolitical judgment,
phronesis. In application, nurse scholars are
involved in a distinctive kind of mediation,
recognizing something in empiricist text
that seems universal and relating it to a
particular situation.

Phronesis is a form of reasoning that is con-
cerned with choice and involves deliberation.
It deals with that which is variable and about
which there can be differing opinions. It is a
type of reasoning in which there is a mediation
between general principles and a concrete
particular situation that requires choice and
deliberation. In forming such a judgement,
there are no determinate technical rules by
which a particular can be subsumed under that
which is general or universal. What is required
is an interpretation and specification of univer-
sals that are appropriate to this particular
situation, P

Phronesis is a kind of rationality resem-
bling ethical judgment as it existed before
the advent of bourgeois, utilitarian, deon-
tological, or decisionistic ethics in modern
times. In this kind of judgment, humans
do not use determinate technical rules to
subsume a particular problematic concern
under a universal principle; instead, some-
thing in the tradition that seems universal
is at once interpreted or translated and
used to understand a particular event or
problem.
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In applying the empiricist tradition, nurs-
ing scholars experience the practical
rationality of science; this is a process of
deliberation in which values and norms are
important. What may seem to be universal
in empiricist text depends on the values
and norms that nursing scholars have inter-
nalized in bourgeois society. Thus, the step
of applying empiricist text is itself highly
conditioned by the prejudices of nursing
scholars.

Nursing researchers frequently apply
empiricist text paradoxically. They may
deliberate and choose with all the preun-
derstanding of working class women who
use the language and conceptual schemes
of a predominantly female labor force.
This is a value-laden process of applying
empiricism to address the real concerns of

Nursing researchers often apply
empiricist text paradoxically. They
may deliberate and choose with the
preunderstanding of working class
women, but they may apply
empiricist text with the prejudice of
aspiring intellectual professionals.

nursing labor. But nursing researchers may
also apply empiricist text with all the
prejudice of aspiring intellectual profes-
sionals. This is a value-laden process of
applying empiricism to develop “accurate
pictures” or “clear views” of clinical reality.
This prejudice is closely intertwined with
acquiring class privilege in modern profes-
sionalized society. Together, these real
social layers of prejudice have a powerful,
contradictory influence on the ways nurse-
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researchers apply empiricism in particular
problem-solving situations.

Gadamer's description of tradition and
the ways in which it is appropriated can
clarify the scientific development of nurs-
ing. These steps of listening, interpreting,
and applying empiricist tradition occur in
public arenas, in dialogue with others. As
nurses appropriate empiricism, the back-
ground of preunderstanding, prejudices,
and prejudgments may not always be
explicit. Nurses may not be aware of the
ways in which their conceptual schemes
and research skills are forming a layer of
prejudice that influences the way they ask
questions.

Instead, a community of investigators
may accept the empiricist tradition because
of its perceived authority and the accumu-
lated weight of evidence, data, reasons, and
arguments presented in empiricist science.
Later, during times of self-consciousness, a
community of investigators may become
more critical of empiricist prejudices. This
is a time of questioning, a time when the
authority of the empiricist tradition may be
challenged, a time when nursing scholars
recognize some prejudices as enabling and
others as blind.

Becoming self-conscious in this way
leaves behind blind obedience to the
authority of tradition. It leads to recogni-
tion that any experience of understanding
involves prejudice and that some preju-
dices may be better than others. This is a
point of transition that nursing currently
occupies. It is a practical struggle to go
beyond empiricist and historicist insights.

Hermeneutics

The point of understanding, in Gadam-
er's view, is to distinguish which aspects of

tradition are enabling and which are not.
This is a process of expanding horizons, of
moving in the hermeneutic civcle.

The process of understanding can never
achieve finality. . . . It is always open and antici-
patory. We are always understanding and inter-
preting in light of our anticipatory prejudg-
ments and prejudices, which are themselves
changing in history.... To understand is to
understand differently. But this does not mean
that our interpretations are arbitrary or distor-
tive. We should always aim ... at a correct
understanding of what the “things themselves”
say. But what the “things themselves” say will
be different in light of our changing horizons

and the different questions we learn to
ask 5(p139)

For nursing, hermeneutic understanding
includes a critical look at the background
of prejudice and prejudgment contained in
empiricist text. As nursing scholars
become more conscious of this horizon of
preunderstanding, they judge some dimen-
sions of empiricism to be more enabling
than others. Horizons change in this pro-
cess, prejudgments can change, and nurses
can learn to ask different questions in new
ways.

Gadamer has engaged in his own project
of hermeneutic understanding and his own
dialogue concerning traditions that inform
modern inquiry; he has emerged with
strong criticisms of prejudices contained in
modern society. And he emphasizes that
we are confronted with a world in which
there has been a domination of technology
based on science, a “false idolatry of the
expert,” a “scientific mystification of the
modern society of specialization,” and a
“dangerous inner longing to find in science
a substitute for lost orientation.” ?*
These are powerful criticisms of prejudices



that direct nursing scholars and other com-
munities of investigators.

Domination and authority

Gadamer comes close to addressing the
overwhelming presence of modern, dis-
torted, "deforming” prejudices, but he falls
short of helping nursing scholars to under-
stand these "blind” prejudgments. The
“lacunae” in Gadamer's work comes from
his failure to focus on power and domina-
tion in modern society. This is a failure to
confront real, material, social, and political
conditions as sources of domination and
authority in contemporary times.

Other investigators in postempiricist phi-
losophy have struggled with these ques-
tions. Habermas®® has explored condi-
tions that contribute to domination in
modern times. He has argued that true
dialogue has been suppressed and that the
process of rational argumentation and
rational persuasion based on phronesis has
been distorted. And he has recognized
widespread, blind obedience to persons in
positions of power and to the questions
they ask and the answers they provide. The
critique of such domination is an impor-
tant project for intellectuals who are in the
process of becoming more self-conscious,
“organic” scholars.”

In the critique of domination in nursing
science questions arise regarding the con-
ditions under which the empiricist tradi-
tion has been accepted. Empiricism has
been presented as an authoritative founda-
tion for nursing science, and “good rea-
sons” have been given to support its accep-
tance. But nurses themselves have judged
those reasons. It is time now to look
critically at how and why nurses have
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accepted the authority of empiricism. Has
this tradition been accepted by relatively
blind obedience? Has it been accepted
because empiricist science has become the
source of power and domination in “spe-
cialized” class society or because upper-
middle-class masculine voices have de-
fended it? These questions and others like
them are important criticisms for nursing
scholars who are becoming more self-
conscious.

BEYOND EMPIRICIST AND
HISTORICIST DEBATES

Postempiricist philosophy of science has
struggled to go beyond the debate
between empiricism and historicism.
Thinkers in this era have recognized the
importance of historicist discoveries. It has
become apparent that there are no perma-
nent, ahistorical algorithms for choosing
between rival paradigms. But this discov-
ery has not resulted in a relativized, irra-
tional view of science. In communities of
investigators, scientific development is a
rational process, and rational dialogue,
argumentation, and persuasion determine
the directions of future research and prac-
tice.

In postempiricist philosophy, an attempt
has been made to explore the practical
character of this dialogue. It is a process
that is similar to the appropriation of
tradition. The practical side of scientific
rationality includes moments of listening,
interpreting, and emphasizing some dimen-
sions of a tradition more than others and
then applying whatever seems to be univer-
sal in the tradition to concrete, particular
situations.

If this process is not blind and if it is
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truly dialogue, participants come to recog-
nize their own prejudices and, perhaps, to
expand these, creating new horizons of
preunderstanding. This is a new image of
science that has recovered a human empha-
sis. There is not an objectivistic finality in
this image of science, but rather an ongo-
ing dialogue between human beings. In
this dialogue, nurses join other investiga-
tors in the task of “hammering out” those
prejudices that are truly enabling, those
that are justified, and those that are pro-
ductive of knowledge for a more human,
humane world.

Works like that of Silva and Rothbart
invite nurses to participate in this kind of
science. They invite investigators to recog-
nize the human, practical character of
rationality in science. These authors have
begun a process of reflection, of critical
self-appraisal, becoming self-conscious in
new, forward looking ways. The transition
can be supported by a continued explora-
tion of postempiricist philosophy of
science.

Postempiricist philosophy contains an
important warning for nurses. “We are
fools if we think we can escape prejudices
or traditions by an act of will.”’®” Nurses
do not choose the empiricist tradition or
an alternative to it such as historicism by
“wishing.” Traditions and prejudices "have
us” because they have made a claim to
authority. Challenging this authority takes
more than an act of will; it takes public
discourse.

In public arenas, nurses are engaging in
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