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FARRUKH CHISHTIE  

PHRONESIS AND THE PRACTICE OF SCIENCE 

INTRODUCTION  

Originally coined by Aristotle, and concerned with context, ethics, particulars, and 
practical rationality, phronesis is a rich concept. From the text Nicomachean Ethics 
(Aristotle, trans. 1976), it is usually translated as practical wisdom or prudence, a 
virtue related to moral thought.  
 The main purpose of this chapter is to explore phronesis and to detail its relation 
to the creation of a scientific epistemology. In particular, this chapter focuses on 
phronesis and episteme and their relationship. Interrelated and relevant concepts 
are briefly mentioned but not fully elaborated as it is important to see the argument 
as part of a broader rereading of Aristotle’s original schema of knowledge and 
related concepts such as techne, poeisis, phronesis, praxis, sophia, and episteme.  
 Phronesis sits in an intricate relationship to the other intellectual virtues proposed 
by Aristotle. He maps out sophia as philosophical wisdom related to episteme. 
Episteme is conceived as universal, context-independent knowledge. Techne, on the 
other hand, denotes practical, context-dependent, craft-based knowledge that 
produces an object or reaches a goal through craftsmanship, or poeisis. In contrast, 
praxis (the practice manifestation of phronesis) is considered as moral–political 
action and conduct, which has aims and value in itself. It should be noted that in their 
original form these concepts are related to each other, which informs the argument 
presented here concerning the relationship between phronesis and episteme.  
 The privileging of episteme and, more recently, scientific knowledge has a long 
history, including support from Greek philosophers such as Socrates and Plato 
(Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 56). Phronesis and other forms of knowledge have remained 
on the margins, especially since the Enlightenment era. The rise and dominance of 
instrumental rationality, or technical rationality, is prevalent today, especially in 
professions related indirectly or directly to the scientific disciplines (see e.g., 
Kinsella, 2007; Polkinghorne, 2004; Schön, 1983). A divide between theory and 
practice, it is commonly claimed, has arisen from this state of affairs.  
 To consider the relationship of episteme and phronesis, I work with ideas by 
Thomas Kuhn (1962/1970, 1977), Michel Foucault (1961, 1963, 1980, 1982), and 
Bent Flyvbjerg (2001) in regard to the historical formation and functioning of 
contemporary Western professional scientific communities. 
 In bringing together ideas, I have found useful Bernstein’s (1992) constellation 
metaphor. Drawing on Martin Jay, Bernstein depicts a constellation as a “juxtaposed 
rather than integrated cluster of changing elements that resist reduction to a common 
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denominator, essential core, or generative first principle” (p. 8). The approach is to 
start with a constellation of relevant yet dissimilar thinkers (Bernstein, 1992, 2002) 
and to bring their ideas together to contribute to a new understanding.i 
 I draw on Kuhn’s studies of the practice of science as a representation of the 
formation of scientific knowledge. Attention is drawn both to the insights provided 
and to some silences in Kuhn’s analysis. Flyvbjerg (2001) provides valuable insights 
to this work through his interpretation of Foucault’s findings and Aristotelian 
phronesis; however, Flyvbjerg’s focus is towards revitalising the contemporary social 
sciences. In this work, Flyvbjerg’s study of Foucault, and the role and nature of 
power in the enactments of phronesis, provide an extension to Kuhn’s work that 
informs a contemporary understanding of the relation of phronesis to episteme and 
other relevant concepts. It is suggested that such an interpretation has direct 
implications for the notion of phronesis in the work of scientists. This work may also 
have implications for professions whose epistemological compass is in the sciences, 
such as medicine, agronomy, and engineering (Schön, 1983). 
 An interpretive reading of these thinkers leads to the claim that the episteme 
within which practitioners work is itself constructed through activities that 
resemble those associated with phronesis and the application of practical judgement. 
Moreover, considerations of power relations and the subject formation present in 
its enactment have implications for rethinking episteme and phronesis in a manner 
distinct from the original conceptions by Aristotle. 

THE PRODUCTION OF SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE: KUHN’S HISTORIC 
INTERVENTION 

Aristotle (1976) held the idea that episteme, or theoretical knowledge, was distinct 
from phronesis, or practical knowledge grounded in morality, which guides human 
actions. The means towards episteme was through first principles and formal logic 
as a means of verification.  
 The natural sciences have had long-held claims on value-neutral and objective 
knowledge, which presents itself as a form of episteme and a cornerstone of 
Western civilisation (see Flyvbjerg, 2001; Schön, 1983). A contemporary 
alignment of these views is found in the positivist representation of scientific 
knowledge, which is based on the application of formal logic and probability, the 
latter not known to Aristotle.  
 Positivist epistemology mainly aims to draw upon certain verification criteria 
designed to distinguish empirical doctrine from non-scientific doctrine. Schön (1983) 
describes positivist epistemology as depending on three dichotomies. The first 
division is the separation of means from ends since instrumental problem solving is 
seen as a technical procedure to be measured by its effectiveness in achieving a pre-
established objective. The second separation is that of research from practice, which 
implies practice as being the application to problems of research-based theories, 
verified by controlled experiments. Here, a closely held representation of scientific 
practice is the application of the hypothetical deductive method. In this method, a 
hypothesis is set up and then observational data (and other relevant data) are matched 


