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Maria Baghramian

only relative to their conditions of production. Relativism about science, a species of 

economic and cultural conditions, and contrary to its stated ambitions, cannot attain 

 Relativistic views of science are frequently formulated negatively, through the 

particular relativists reject:

Scienti!c realism The view that scienti!c theories are attempts to 

The universality of science Genuine scienti!c laws apply to all times and 
places and are invariant and value neutral. 

A univocal scienti!c method There is such a thing as a uniquely correct 
scienti!c method.

 Context-independence

economic and psychological circumstances that give rise to a scienti!c theory 
should not be confused with the methodological procedures used for justifying it.

Meaning invariance

Convergence
ultimately converge into one coherent theory. 

Scienti!c knowledge is cumulative There is a steady growth in the range 



knowledge, is inevitably informed by our all too local human perspectives and since we 
as it is, 

the claims to universality or objectivity of science could not be justi!ed. Furthermore, 
they point out that different historical epochs and cultures produce different standards 
and paradigms of rationality and correct reasoning, and hence no ahistorical criterion 
of adjudication between these differing perspectives is available. Relativism about 
science is also frequently motivated by a mistrust of the political and economic effects 

dominant economic and cultural groupings and marginalizes dissenting views, particu-

sociologists of science, some feminist epistemologists and postmodernists. 

Sociology of science 

relativistic approaches to science. According to the social constructionist sociolo-

scientists, rather they are constructed via interactive norm-governed processes and 
practices such as negotiations, interpretations and manipulation of data (as well as 

Laboratory Life: The Construction of Scienti!c 
Facts

objects scientists study, for instance subatomic particles, emerge out of social and 

that in science, as well as in arts, we are engaged in an act of world-making

-

and not discovered as it is commonly assumed, through the laboratory practices of 
the nineteenth-century scientists. The constructionist approach relativizes scienti!c 



 The sociological perspective on science has been a useful corrective measure to 

science is a social activity and that scientists follow norms and procedures that are 

between science and other aspects of our lives, politics and economics in particular. 

from non-contentious observations about the processes involved in any scienti!c 
enquiry to the startling conclusion that what scientists discover or investigate are mere 
social constructs.

Feminist epistemology and relativist interpretations of science

that ignores the social and personal conditions of its production. According to feminist 
epistemologists, the history of philosophy and science shows that the supposedly 

more radical wing of feminist epistemology rejects the ideal of objectivity altogether, 

whole idea of objectivity is an invention of male scientists and philosophers and hence 

-
ality, seen as essential components of the scienti!c method, are often the means of 

argue that there are fundamental differences between the male and female cognitive, 



and theories, therefore both in the practice of science and in our construction of a 

-

construct 

than a natural category. 
 Relativism, for many feminist epistemologists, is seen as the most effective defense 

that they, and only they, have access to the one true story

furthermore to characterize it as subjective, non-logical, and not governed by norms of 
rationality would simply con!rm the long held stereotypes about women and reinforce 
the very barriers and prejudices that feminists had initially set out to dismantle. 

Postmodernist relativism and science 

-

and replicate the power relationships already in place in society, but are also intel-
lectual vehicles for their perpetuation. According to Foucault, a historical analysis of 

 Foucault believes that each historical period, with its distinct political and 

epistemes, have generated their own diverse 
-

cally constituted epistemes, which provide their practitioners with implicit but distinct 

project of favoring reason and rationality and the subsequent emphasis on the scienti!c 



science, but the authority of its claims is no more universal than the views preceding 

and political power. For Foucault, as with feminist epistemologists, the rejection of 

rather than a neutral intellectual stance. Relativism is thus a political ideology of 

intensity. 

modernists, feminist epistemologists, and sociologists of science are united in their 
rejection of the view that scienti!c theories and methodologies could be divorced 

Furthermore, if scienti!c theories are not free of the limitations of their time and 
-

mined, for a socially constructed world cannot readily be identi!ed with the scienti!c 

Underdetermination and its consequences 

underdetermination 
of theory by data incommensurability.
 The thesis of the underdetermination of scienti!c theories is a claim about the 
relationship between theories and the data or evidence adduced in their favor. 

empirical data can support more than one theory, rival hypotheses may be equally 
justi!ed by the same set of observation or be equally compatible with the same body 

hypotheses that we can decide if a speci!c set of observational consequences follow 



consequence of underdetermination scientists can hold on to any theory come what 

grounds for preferring one theory to another when all the competing theories are 
-

ibid

-

repressive worldview on members of other cultural groupings who may not share our 
-

lectual and political tolerance and a denunciation of dogmatism both in science and 

(ibid
or the claim that diverse and seemingly incompatible scienti!c theories will ultimately 

as the intellectual tyranny of the traditional conceptions of science.

support of various relativistic positions in science studies by the strong theorists and 
Constructing Quarks argues 

to determine theory choice, scientists are obliged to rely on their judgments and such 
judgments are inevitably colored by social, historical and personal conditions as well 
as by the prevailing cultural norms and values. The thesis of underdetermination 

feminist epistemologists and other relativists claim that this gap is often !lled by 
economic and political motives and interests. The traditional assumption that scien-

as no single methodology is available to overcome the inevitable underdetermination 
of all theories. 



Incommensurability and relativism

approach. From a traditional inductivist perspective, progress in science occurs 
through the accumulation of data, the gathering of facts, and a process of theory-

falsi!cationist approach, on the other hand, progress occurs when scientists come 

of linear progress in science. According to him history of science consists of a series of 

assumptions, rules and standards for scienti!c practice associated with particular tradi-

usually signi!cant shifts in the criteria determining the legitimacy both of problems 

-

-

bring about different and incommensurable

ibid

about science. For it seems that if all assessments of the success, and even the 
truth, of a particular scienti!c theory can be made only within a given paradigm, 

-

ibid.: 



science studies, constructionism, and relativism by aligning himself with traditional 

Structure of Scienti!c Revolutions

science is based on the assumption of the meaning invariance of both theoretical and 

claims that the hypothesis of meaning invariance is not supported by the history of 
science, for the meaning of scienti!c terms change with each scienti!c revolution. 

accounts of the world, its constituents and its composition. The research methodology, 
the theoretical language and the overall worldviews governing different paradigms are 
irreconcilable and hence incommensurable with one another. This is in part because 

in which they were deployed. And . . . when such changes occurred, it was impossible 

-

longer assume an objective world that remains unaffected by our epistemic activities, 



incom-
mensurability. Two conceptual systems or theories are semantically incommensurable if 
they are not inter-translatable, i.e., if the meaning and the reference of terms used in 

that theories from different paradigms are incommensurable because there is no neutral 

called incommensurable when the meanings of their main descriptive terms depend 
-

language (theory, point of view) do not permit the use of descriptive terms of another 

lead to relativism, for if theories, worldviews and languages are not inter-translatable 
then they are not comparable either and hence we cannot adjudicate between their 

attitude towards the truth-claims of all paradigms or resort to relativistic permis-
siveness whereby diverse theoretical claims could be true according to their internal 

to different paradigms or disciplinary matrices prove to be semantically incommensu-
rable then convergence between incompatible scienti!c views may prove impossible. 

both. 

something counts as a language, and hence a conceptual scheme or a theory, only if 
a priori impossible for languages or paradigms to 

forever beyond our grasp is incoherent in virtue of what we mean by a system of 

-

partial 
partly

-
ibid

other hand, denies that there are any signi!cant differences between the translation 



view that the meaning of any part of a language is dependent on the meaning of every 

languages succeed or fail to be translatable as a whole. Thus he identi!es semantic 

paradigms, societies or cultures, it is suggested, have different modes of reasoning, 
standards and criteria of rationality, and we are not in a position to evaluate or 

-

(ibid

leads to relativism insofar as it precludes the possibility of having a cross-paradigmatic 

or the belief that there is, or could be, such a thing as a single, universal, scienti!c 

hence their prominent positions in the writings of the constructionists and their 
allies.

Conclusion

Relativism about science is a heady and subversive idea that has attracted many 

majority of philosophers of science in the analytic tradition, as well as practicing 
scientists, have remained unconvinced by the image of science it conveys. The success 

relativists about science.
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