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I did not write this work merely with the aim of setting the
exegetical record straight. My larger target is those contem-
poraries who — in repeated acts of wish-fulfillment — have
appropriated conclusions from the philosophy of science and
put them to work in aid of a variety of social cum political
causes for which those conclusions are ill adapted. Feminists,
religious apologists (including “creation scientists”), coun-
terculturalists, neoconservatives, and a host of other curious
fellow-travelers have claimed to find crucial grist for their
mills in, for instance, the avowed incommensurability and
underdetermination of scientific theories. The displacement
of the idea that facts and evidence matter by the idea that
everything boils down to subjective interests and perspec-
tives is — second only to American political campaigns —
the most prominent and pernicious manifestation of anti-
intellectualism in our time.

— Larry Laudan, S

es grandes personnes sont decidement bien bi arres, se dit
le petit prince.

— n n d an u ry,



It is, for instance, pretty suicidal for embattled minorities to embrace ichel
Foucault, let alone Jac ues errida. The minority view was always that power
could be undermined by truth ... nce you read Foucault as saying that truth
is simply an e ect of power, you ve had it. ... But American departments of
literature, history and sociology contain large numbers of self-described leftists
who have confused radical doubts about ob ectivity with political radicalism,

and are in a mess.

the rise of postmodernist intellectual fashions in  estern universities, par-

ticularly in departments of literature and anthropology, which imply that all



facts claiming ob ective e istence are simply intellectual constructions. In
short, that there is no clear di erence between fact and ction. But there is,
and for historians, even for the most militantly antipositivist ones among us,

the ability to distinguish between the two is absolutely fundamental.

So long as authority inspires awe, confusion and absurdity enhance conservative
tendencies in society. Firstly, because clear and logical thinking leads to a
cumulation of knowledge (of which the progress of the natural sciences provides
the best e ample) and the advance of knowledge sooner or later undermines
the traditional order. onfused thinking, on the other hand, leads nowhere
in particular and can be indulged inde nitely without producing any impact

upon the world.






I do not want to insist on a literal interpretation of this analogy ... A more
e haustive treatment would take account of the local, wualifying di erences
between the realm of cultural taste and that of science , but it would run up,

nally, against the stand-o between the empiricist s claim that non-conte t-

dependent beliefs e ist and that they can be true, and the culturalist s claim



that beliefs are only socially accepted as true.

ultural critics have, for some time now, been faced with the task of e posing
similar vested institutional interests in the debates about class, gender, race,
and se ual preference that touch upon the demarcations between taste cultures,
and I see no ultimate reason for us to abandon our hard-earned skepticism when

we confront science.



A good many times I have been present at gatherings of people who, by the
standards of the traditional culture, are thought highly educated and who
have with considerable gusto been e pressing their incredulity at the illiteracy
of scientists. nce or twice I have been provoked and have asked the company
how many of them could describe the Second aw of Thermodynamics. The
response was cold it was also negative. Yet I was asking something which is
about the scienti ¢ e uivalent of ave you read a ork o hakespeare s
I now believe that if I had asked an even simpler uestion such as,
hat do you mean by mass, or acceleration, which is the scienti ¢ e uivalent
of saying, Can you read not more than one in ten of the highly educated
would have felt that I was speaking the same language. So the great edi ce of
modern physics goes up, and the ma ority of the cleverest people in the western

world have about as much insight into it as their neolithic ancestors would have

had.



eorge twell once remarked that political thought, especially on the left, is a
sort of masturbation fantasy in which the world of fact hardly matters. That s
true, unfortunately, and it s part of the reason that our society lacks a genuine,

responsible, serious left-wing movement.

the number of people who combine intellectual toughness with even a modest
political radicalism is pitifully small. hich, in a country that has eorge

Bush as President and anforth wuayle lined up for 1996, is not very funny.



1. Readers are cautioned not to infer my views on any sub ect e cept insofar as they are
set forth in this Afterword. In particular, the fact that I have parodied an e treme
or ambiguously stated version of an idea does not e clude that I may agree with a

more nuanced or precisely stated version of the same idea.

2. For e ample linear , mnonlinear , local , global ; multidimensional , rela-
tive , frame of reference , eld , anomaly , chaos , catastrophe , logic , ir-
rational , imaginary , comple , real , e uality , choice .

. By the way, anyone who believes that the laws of physics are mere social conventions
is invited to try transgressing those conventions from the windows of my apartment.
I live on the twenty- rst oor. (P.S.I am aware that this wisecrack is unfair to the
more sophisticated relativist philosophers of science, who will concede that empirical
stalements can be ob ectively true  e.g. the fall from my window to the pavement
will take appro imately 2. seconds but claim that the theoretical e planations
of those empirical statements are more-or-less arbitrary social constructions. I think

that also this view is largely wrong, but that is a much longer discussion.)

. The natural sciences have little to fear, at least in the short run, from postmod-
ernist silliness it is, above all, history and the social sciences and leftist politics
that su er when verbal game-playing displaces the rigorous analysis of social re-
alities. Nevertheless, because of the limitations of my own e pertise, my analysis
here will be restricted to the natural sciences (and indeed primarily to the physical
sciences).  hile the basic epistemology of in uiry ought to be roughly the same for
the natural and social sciences, I am of course perfectly aware that many special (and
very di cult) methodological issues arise in the social sciences from the fact that the
ob ects of in uiry are human beings (including their sub ective states of mind) that
these ob ects of in uiry have intentions (including in some cases the concealment of
evidence or the placement of deliberately self-serving evidence) that the evidence

is e pressed (usually) in human language whose meaning may be ambiguous that



11.

the meaning of conceptual categories (e.g. childhood, masculinity, femininity, family,
economics, etc.) changes over time that the goal of historical in uiry is not ust facts
but interpretation, etc. So by no means do I claim that my comments about physics
should apply directly to history and the social sciences  that would be absurd. To
say that physical reality is a social and linguistic construct is wust plain silly, but

to say that social reality is a social and linguistic construct is virtually a tautology.

. Ryan (1992).

Hobsbawm (199 , 6 ).

. Andreski (19 2,9 ).

omputers e isted prior to solid-state technology, but they were unwieldy and slow.
The 86 P sitting today on the literary theorist s desk is roughly 1 times more
powerful than the room-sized vacuum-tube computer IB from 19  (see e.g.

illiams 198 ).

. I certainly don t e clude the possibility that present theories in any of these sub ects

might be erroneous. But critics wishing to make such a case would have to provide not
only historical evidence of the claimed cultural in uence, but also scientific evidence
that the theory in wuestion is in fact erroneous. (The same evidentiary standards
of course apply to past erroneous theories but in this case the scientists may have
already performed the second task, relieving the cultural critic of the need to do so

from scratch.)

. Ross (1991, 2 -26) also in Ross (1992, - 6).

Ross (1991, 26) also in Ross (1992, ). In the discussion following this paper, Ross

(1992, 9) e pressed further (and uite usti ed) misgivings

I m uite skeptical of the “anything goes” spirit that is often the prevailing climate
of relativism around postmodernism. ... Much of the postmodernist debate has

been devoted to grappling with the philosophical or cultural limits to the grand



narratives of the nlightenment. If you think about ecological uestions in this
light, however, then you are talking about “real” physical, or material, limits to
our resources for encouraging social growth. And postmodernism, as we know,

has been loath to address the “real,” except to announce its banishment.

12. U.S. Bureau of the ensus (19 , 199 ,8 ). In 19  the mean life e pectancy
at birth was . years (.6 years for whites, and a shocking . years for Negro
and other ). In 199 itis 6. years( . years for whites, . years for blacks).

I am aware that this assertion is likely to be misinterpreted, so let me engage
in some pre-emptive clari cation. I am not claiming that all of the increase in life
e pectancy is due to advances in scienti ¢ medicine. A large fraction (possibly the
dominant part) of the increase  especially in the rst three decades of the twentieth
century  is due to the general improvement in the standards of housing, nutrition
and public sanitation (the latter two informed by improved scienti ¢ understanding
of the etiology of infectious and dietary-de ciency diseases). For reviews of the
evidence, see e.g. Holland et al (1991). But without discounting the role of
social struggles in these improvements, particularly as concerns the narrowing of the
racial gap  the underlying and overwhelming cause of these improvements is uite
obviously the vast increase in the material standard of living over the past century, by
more than a factor of ve (U.S. Bureau of the ensus 19 ,22 22 199 , 1). And

this increase is uite obviously the direct result of science, as embodied in technology.
. Ross (1991, 26) also in Ross (1992, 6).

. By the way, intelligent non-scientists seriously interested in the conceptual problems
raised by uantum mechanics need no longer rely on the vulgarizations (in both
senses) published by Heisenberg, Bohr and sundry physicists and New Age authors.
The little book of Albert (1992) provides an impressively serious and intellectually
honest account of uantum mechanics and the philosophical issues it raises  yet it
re uires no more mathematical background than a modicum of high-school algebra,
and does not re uire any prior knowledge of physics. The main re uirement is a

willingness to think slo ly and clearly.
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. Snow (196 , 2 -21). ne signi cant change has taken place since .P. Snow s time

while humanist intellectuals ignorance about (for e ample) mass and acceleration
remains substantially unchanged, nowadays a signi cant minority of humanist in-
tellectuals feels entitled to ponti cate on these sub ects in spite of their ignorance
(perhaps trusting that their readers will be e ually ignorant). onsider, for e am-
ple, the following e cerpt from a recent book on Rethinkin Technolo ies, edited by
the ijami Theory ollective and published by the University of innesota Press
it now seems appropriate to reconsider the notions of acceleration and deceleration
(what physicists call positive and negative speeds) ( irilio 199 , ). The reader who
does not nd this uproariously funny (as well as depressing) is invited to sit in on the

rst two weeks of Physics I.

I wasn t oking about that. For anyone who is interested in my views, [ would be glad
to provide a copy of Sokal (198 ). For another sharp criti ue of the poor teaching of

mathematics and science, see (irony of ironies) ross and evitt (199 ,2 -28).

. Telepathy Hastings and Hastings (1992, 18), American Institute of Public pinion

poll from June 199 . oncerning telepathy, or communication between minds with-
out using the traditional ve senses , 6  believein ,2  are not sure ,and 9

do not believe in . For people on this earth are sometimes possessed by the devil ,

itis 9-16- (). For astrology, or that the position of the stars and planets can
a ect people s lives , it is 2 22— . ercifully, only 11  believe in channeling (22
are not sure), and in the healing power of pyramids (26 not sure).

reationism  allup (199 , 1 -1 9), allup poll from June 199 . The e act
uestion was hich of the following statements comes closest to your views on the
origin and development of human beings 1) human beings have developed over mil-
lions of years from less advanced forms of life, but od guided this process 2) human
beings have developed over millions of years from less advanced forms of life, but
od had no part in this process ) od created human beings pretty much in their
present form at one time within the last 1 , years or so  The results were

developed with od, 11 developed without od, od created in present form,
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19.

no opinion. A poll from July 1982 ( allup 1982, 2 8-21 ) found almost identical
gures, but gave breakdowns by se , race, education, region, age, income, religion,
and community size. 1 erences by se , race, region, income and (surprisingly) reli-
gion were rather small. By far the largest di erence was by education only 2 of
college graduates supported creationism, compared to 9 of high-school graduates
and 2 of those with a grade-school education. So maybe the worst science teaching

is at the elementary and secondary levels.
See footnote 11 above.

homsky (198 , 2 ), lecture delivered in 1969.

. Ryan (1992).






