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Sokal's Hoax; A Backlash to 
Science Criticism 
Gita Chadha 

Does the case for science lie in the role it can play as arbiter over 
oppressive tradition ? Does it really work for the utopia of 
egalitarianism, the vision of progressive ideology? How much do we 
need science in building this utopia ? 

B e c a u s e of t h e c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n k n o w -
l e d g e a n d po l i t i c s , s o m e o n e u r g i n g a v i e w 
a b o u t s c i e n t i f i c i n q u i r y m a y be u n d e r -
s t o o d a n d r e a d as s u p p o r t i n g a po l i t i ca l 
a n a l y s i s , e v e n w h e n that is not he r i n t en t . 
W e all c a r e d e e p l y a b o u t p o l i t i c s , h e n c e 
t h e r e is m o r e t h a n e n o u g h r o o m f o r m i s -
u n d e r s t a n d i n g a n d hur t . 

- H e l e n L o n g i n o 

IT is now two years since Alan Sokal 
published the article Transgressing 
boundaries; Towards a Transformative 
Hermeneutics of Quantum Gravity' in the 
Social Text, and subsequently declared it 
to be a hoax. This episode has received 
widespread attention not only in the 
western media but also sparked off mul-
tiple debates in the academia. While Sokal 
would like to be projected in the media 
almost in the image that is reserved for 
exceptionally gifted scientists like 
Einstein and Feynman1 on the one hand, 
and as a saviour of left politics on the 
other, the reactions from the acadcmia 
have been diverse. Well-known scientists 
like Steven Weinberg2 and acclaimed 
philosophers like Jacques Derrida3 have 
reacted on either side of the pole which 
divides opinion over Sokal's hoax and the 
issues in and around it, In India, apart from 
a few items in the press [Jayaraman 1996], 
Sokal's hoax began on the pages of this 
journal with the aim of carrying on the 
debate between a case for and a critique 
of modern science 4 

In the previous article on the issue, I had 
argued that science critiques cannot be 
pushed into pro- and anti-science lobbies, 
as Sokal's hoax does, I had also submitted 
that Sokal's attack does not limit itself to 
the post-modem critique but has extended 
over entire methodological debates let the 
social and natural sciences. In the present 
article, I would like to first critically 
examine some of the strategies used by 
Sokal to indicate the opportunistic tem-
perament involved; second, consider the 
potential impact of the hoax on science 

studies as a field while arguing for a need 
to develop a critical temper towards sci-
ence as a means for progress or as the 
supreme tool for liberatory movements; 
and third, juxtapose positions of two Indian 
scholars, Shiv Vishwanathan and Meera 
Nanda. who have commented upon issues 
of science and development. While 
Vishwanathan's position veers towards a 
complete and radical critique of modern 
science, Nanda's defence of modern sci-
ence is too over-enthusiastic. Having 
argued elsewhere for the need to construct 
and occupy a middle ground,5 I suggest 
here that epistemic relativism which is at 
the heart of the controversy over scientific 
knowledge and truth thereby, need not be 
due to self-imposed theoretical checks 
evolved by trends in cultural criticism,6 

as damaging as made out to be by certain 
sections of the academia, especially in its 
role in liberatory movements, I therefore, 
submit the need to sharpen the departure 
points between relativism and anarchism, 

SOKAL'S OPPORTUNISM 

Let me start by looking at some of the 
strategies used by Sokal in his war against 
the post-modernist, culturalist trend in the 
academia. These strategies might be sig-
nificant in evaluating the merits of Sokal's 
hoax and also its more respectable face, 
i c, the subsequent book Intellectual 

I m p o s t u r e s . co-authored with Jean 
Briemont, which aims at seriously devel-
oping the arguments against the post-
modernist turn in science criticism. Though 
he was working with the by pothesis (which 
for him was an undisputed truth) that a 
journal like Social Text would publish 
nonsense if it suited their ideological 
suppositions, Sokal's own opportunism 
needs also to be brought forth. While 
Sokal decries Social Text for its ideologi-
cal motives in publishing 'nonsense' and 
also justifies his own hoax (bypassing all 
other ethics of academic life), on the basis 
of his "motive to establish a dialogue on 

the left between humanists and natural 
scientists"; he seems to do an about turn 
on the issue of motivation as a basis of 
argument while defending himself and 
Bricmont against accusations of spread-
ing disinformation made by noted femi-
nist philosopher, Julia Kristeva [Sokal 
1997], or of diverting funds from social 
to natural sciences as others have;7 saying 
that "even if our motivations were indeed 
as ascribed (and they most certainly aren't), 
how would that affect the validity or 
invalidity of our arguments" [Sokal 1997]. 
What I wish to underscore is that while 
motive (whatever it might be) is used by 
Sokal to justify the breaking of academic 
ethics and conventions and is also prof-
fered as a moral reason for his attack on 
science studies, motive is cleverly reduced 
to a state of irrelevance in measuring the 
merits of argument within another con-
text, obviously one disagreeable to Sokal 

This ability to shift strategy, argument 
and stance according to convenience seems 
to be Sokal's hallmark. I would also like 
to point out that while Sokal and his 
supporters accuse the post-modernist of 
being rhetorical and indulging in extra-
polations of scientific concepts (which 
might very well be valid in some circum-
stances but not in all), they seem to have 
no problem in indulging in rhetoric and 
granting themselves the liberty of similar 
extrapolations from the humanities. In the 
article 'Truth, Reason, Objectivity and the 
Left [Sokal 1998:913], Sokal starts very 
ceremoniously by stating what he is not 
doing or intending to do, but which un-
deniably. to my mind, is the effect of what 
he is doing. For instance, he says, he is 
not discussing the social role of science 
and technology but is concerned with "the 
nature of truth, reason and objectivity, and 
its implications for progressive social 
action". Juxtapose the above statement 
with the following: "Rather, my goal is 
to defend what one might call a scientific 
world-view defind broadly as a respect for 
evidence and logic and for the incessant 
confrontation of theories with the real 
world; in short, for reasoned argument 
over wishful thinking, superstition and 
demagogues". Can 'progressive social 
action' and the 'social role of science and 
technology' stand delinked in a position 
like Sokal's which repeatedly speaks of 
using science to bear upon obscurantism? 
An average student of social science will 
find these statements if not incompatible, 
at least confusing. And are not concepts 
like truth, reason and objectivity extra-

2964 
Economic and Political Weekly November 21, 1998 



polations from philosophy into science and 
from science into culture? Besides, does 
it not look a bit like the confused thinking 
that Sokal accuses critics of science of. 
Sokal 's statement that "I will not enter into 
technical issues of philosophy of science" 
juxtaposed with the statement "My re-
marks will concern only epistemic rela-
tivism" would probably be confusing for 
any first year student of philosophy and 
amusing for a serious philosopher of 
scientific knowledge because epistemic 
relativism is definitely a technical issue 
of philosophy of science whether Sokal 
argees or not, Even at the risk of oblit-
erating the hermeneutic content of Sokal's 
position. I wish to bring the above instance 
to notice, simply in order to indicate that 
while non-scientists are always accused of 
extrapolating scientific knowledge un-
wisely. scientists often do the same, albeit 
unabashedly, to concepts from humani-
ties. If the debate over science as a con-
testant for truth has to go on, especially 
in the third world, it would be important 
to pitch it if not at a less polemical level 
then at least to consciously adopt a less 
cavalier style than the one surrounding the 
Sokal affair, This, I think, is essential 
because science studies as a field of study 
in the third world is almost non-existent. 
A backlash8 of the kind that Sokal 's hoax 
contains can not only be damaging but 
also fatal for science criticism. SCIENCE STUDIES AFTER THE HOAX 

For a long time the attitude to science 
studies.9 in some sections of the academia, 
has been one of disdain, but matters have 
particularly worsened and science critiques 
are facing a fresh onslaught after the Sokal 
affair. The onslaught is not just limited to 
plain name-calling but has the potential 
of extending into the very survival of the 
field of science studies. One recent indi-
cator of this threat is the controversy at 
the Ins t i tu te of A d v a n c e d S tud ie s . 
Princeton [Mukherjee 1998], Recently 
Norton Wise, who directs the history of 
science programme at Princeton and who 
has a doctoral degree both in physics and 
in history, was nominated by the Social 
Science School lor an appointment in the 
field of science studies. His appointment 
did not come through. Six years earlier. 
Bruno Latour, the sociologist was to be 
appointed in the Held of science studies 
at the Institute of Advanced Studies. Due 
to the objections from the scientists and 
mathematicians, Latour withdrew his 
candidacy. Unlike Bruno Latour, whose 
work (which is classified as an extreme 
and radical critique of science) is undoubt-
edly controversial, Wise is "widely seen 

as a mediating figure between the increas-
ingly divided camps of scientists and those 
who study science from cultural, socio-
logical and historical perspectives". And 
yet, his appointment was stopped. Though 
there were no "procedural irregularities' 
involved, according to Nancy Cartwright, 
a professor of philosophy at the London 
School of Economics and a scholar who 
voted for Wise, 'the decision was influ-
enced by opinion of people who are not 
experts, or who do not think that the field 
has much merit'. According to Clifford 

Geertz, a faculty member in the Social 
Science School at the Institute "a small 
clique of scholars in the natural science 
objects to science studies and to social 
science, in general. While other appoint-
ments at the Institute have little trouble, 
the Social Science School appointments 
always involve a fight." Joan Scott, an-
other professor at the Social Science School 
felt that had it not been for Wise 's ex-
change over Sokal issue with the well-
known physicist Steven Weinberg, where 
the former accused the latter of espousing 
his own cultural agenda in supporting 
Sokal, Wise ' s appointment might not have 
been contested. 

Though the internal politics of the 
Institute of Advanced Studies, Princeton 
should apparently not concern third world 
intellectuals, I would justify this engage-
ment because though "Indian critics of 
science have made original contribution 
to the kind of radical critique of scientific 
rationality and other enlightenment ideas 
targeted by Sokal" [editorial note. EPW, 
1998:912], science studies as a field is yet 
to develop. Silencing of the dynamism of 
such a voice is a danger that can loom large 
upon the horizons of third world academia 
where the two cultures, the scientific and 
the humanist, have yet to make a long 
journey before they can construct or dis-
cover intersecting shared spaces condu-
cive to the possibility of rewarding con-
versation a space which in the west has 
become occupied by the raging 'science 
wars' . This episode at the Institute of 
Advanced Studies reveals the tensions that 
exist between the practitioners of science, 
good or bad, and the critics of science, 
radical or otherwise. Though science stud-
ies as a field does not comprise only of 
radical science critics, the perception that 

science critics are always anti-science is 
debilitating for a dialogue between sci-
ence and science criticism. Moreover, even 
if there might be some truth in the belief 
held by many scientists and humanists that 
science criticism is best done by practi-
tioners of science themselves (which 
explains why Sokal would support cri-

tiques of Ruth Hubbard1 0 and not of, say, 
Sandra Harding while in the feminist 
critique of science, the effort to seek the 
common ground in these is ongoing1 1). it 
cannot become their exclusive privilege 
simply because of the practical advantage 
that they have in understanding scientific 
concepts and results over the 'others' who 
are perceived as extrapolating unwisely. 
It is strange to note that while on the one 
hand, scientists would like to restrict the 
study of science to scientists (or those with 
some training in science), a science prac-
titioner who dabbles in philosophy of 
science is soon perceived as a 'bad' or a 
'burnt-out' scientist leading to a closedness 
'in the culture of science towards a de-

velopment of science crit icism' from 
within. It appears to me that one of the 
faces of the traditional resentments be-
tween the scientists and the philosophers 
of science has now emerged as a full-

fledged science war extending over the 
entire academia unnecessarily fuelled by 
a hoax like Sokal's, One cannot resist the 
temptation to point out here, as Jacques 
Derrida has done elsewhere, that it is sad 
that Sokal shall not be remembered for his 
work in physics but that his name shall 
always be associated with the term 'hoax' . 
Even if this is not a source of embarrass-
ment for Sokal, the Sokal affair has 
polemicised the debates in science studies 
to an extent that a genuinely healthy 
environment and space for science criti-
cism - both from within (from scientists) 
and from outside (from humanists and 
social scientists) - might becomes further 
removed from the world of possibilities. 
If o n l y t h e e d i t o r s o f S o c i a l . Text h a d the 
privileged access to Sokal 's mind like his 
archaeologist friend,12 science studies 
would not be embroiled in an avoidable 
controversy. Or if only the editors of Social 
Text, mostly non-scientists, had been gifted 
enough, like the archaeologist friend, with 
the amazing insight into matters of sci-
ence, in order to detect the hoax in the 
article, science studies would have been 
on firmer grounds, But never mind. Bruce 
Robbins (1996), one of the editors of Social 
Text who after the hoax was revealed, 
confessed with reference to the publica-
tion of Sokal hoax that "some science 
ignorance and some absent-mindedness" 
had combined with "much enthusiasm for 
a supposed ally to produce a case of 
temporary blindness" . He further argues 
that the fact that the journal editors thought 
that Sokal 's manuscript made a case for 
the dovetailing of quantum physics with 
post-modern philosophy does not mean 
that the post-modernist cannot recognise 
an unintelligible argument even if it hits 
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them in eye. In fact, even after the hoax 
was revealed Robbins says that, "We 
thought that Sokal had a real argument and 
we still do". This stance need not suggest 
a stubbornness as some would like to 
believe but indicates to me the complexity 
of and the problems in science criticism 
- post-modernist or otherwise - that might 
lead to absurd-sounding rhetoric. Apart 
from affecting science studies, the science 
wars are also particularly devastating 
within leftist circles where science is not 
only wedded to progress and to develop-
ment, but also to critical thinking. I am 
not sure much this helps in the need to 
develop the reciprocal relationships be-
tween science studies and critical move-
ments that implicate science and to use 
insights provided by science studies to 
critically assess the role and the model of 
science as a tool for critical, liberatory 
movements without completely debunk-
ing all science. The role model provided 
by scientific rationality for liberatory 
movements needs to be critically exam-
ined in view of the results produced by 
science studies that implicate science in 
oppressive social structures. Such a criti-
cal approach towards science does not 
seem to be developing successfully not 
only because science as an institution 
occupies an important place as a reason 
for nation-states and because of the power 
that the scientists wield within the 
academia, but also because the political 
left looks upon science as its 'brahmastra' 
that needs to be defended with as much 
brute might as possible. Therefore, sci-
ence criticism, in whatever form, is routed 
out with a knee-jerk reaction. It appears 
that between the teleological notion of 
progress of the liberals and the cults of 
the left progressives, science needs, at 
some point, a clean chit. Are we prepared 
to give it that? If electricity and Auschwitz 
do come together as a package deal, are 
we to learn to say a fatalist yes (i e, keep 
the baby and the bathwater - it is a dif-
ferent matter altogether that the bathwater 
is the baby for some and the baby the 
bathwater for others) to the deal? Or are 
we to look around as agents into past and 
into the future for alternatives, for permu-
tations, for combinations that allow us to 
sift, to choose? Due to Sokal's 'unabashed 
old leftist' vantage position from where 
he attacks science criticism, it has become 
necessary for those involved in critical 
movements that envisage a better future 
for humanity (even if they choose to 
separate themselves from the progressive 
of the left vanguard) to keep alive the 
debate, with one eye on culture and the 
other on science, around Sokal's hoax 

which would otherwise have not merited 
international attention. 

Responses from both sides indicate that 
in the contest over truth and progress, that 
is being fought within the left, between 
the culturalists and socialists, there is scope 
for more than a semblance of clarity on 
both sides which, one hopes, will help in 
churning out a middle ground through a 
debate. But most importantly, one hopes 
that science studies as a field - and not 
as a narrow turf of a few who wish to 
appropriate it (i e, the scientists or the 
leftists) - does not suffer a set-back due 
to Sokal's hoax. 

T w o INDIAN VIEWS 

In his recent book Carnival for Science, 
Shiv Viswanathan (1997) states that the 
magical words of 1950s in India were 
"nation, science, secularism, development, 
reason and progress. Yet all these words 
have lost their fire . If democracy is to be 
sustained we must revitalise the dialogues 
around these words'' (p 2). Why did these 
words lose their fire for some and not for 
others? Capsuled together these words 
can be best represented by a single term, 
i e, modernity. Broken into bits, each can 
be analysed separately, but only up to a 
point, Thereafter analysis of one would 
implicate the others. The science question 
in India therefore eventually does tie up 
with issues of nationalism and develop-
ment on the one hand and on the other with 
issues of ethics and epistemology. I will 
here attempt a simple juxtaposition be-
tween the views of two commentators, 
Shiv Vishwanathan and Meera Nanda, 
upon the science issue in development and 
in critical movements. 

While in her article that was presented 
at the Social Scholars conference in New 
York, Meera Nanda (1998; 916-21) as-
serted that "the first science wars began 
almost as soon as decolonisation began in 
the third world, and even sooner in some 
countries like China and Japan". Indeed, 
New Delhi and not New York, she says, 
"has been the site of many skirmishes and 
battles over the nature and meaning of 
science". Further she states that "it was 
from New Delhi intellectuals more than 
a decade ago that I heard the ideas that 
are now being debated by New York 
science warriors". She further goes on to 
criticise these citiques by Ashish Nandy, 
Vandana Shiva, Claude Alvares with some 
valid arguments which are pressing but in 
a tone which disregards their contribution 
to science studies. While she states that 
these critiques voiced important issues 
with which the pro-science mindset (par-
ticularly the leftist) could sympathise, it 

became difficult for the latter to make the 
leap to 'deny science'. She cites Nandy's 
controversial stance on 'sati' (where the 
scientific temper is asked not to bear upon 
the tradition) as a case to illustrate the 
tendency amongst anti-enlightenment 
intellectuals of implicating colonialism 
indiscriminately "not only for its own 
cruelties but for ours too". Nanda also 
states that Vandana Shiva's book Staying 
Alive has become the bible of North 
American science critics and eco-femi-
nists but which, Nanda remains convinced, 
if ever applied, 'would drive Indian women 
back a few centuries and ruin the produc-
tive base of agriculture". Nandy's stand 
on sati and Shiva's book Staying Alive are 
two landmarks that led to the conviction 
in Nanda's mind that the 'patriotic rage 
against reason and the west are no mere 
academic fashions", but had the potential 
for legitimising reactionary political cur-
rents in India. For that reason, she says 
"I became convinced that Indian science 
critics and the western anti-enlightenment 
philosophers they derive inspiration from, 
must be philosophically refuted and 
politically challenged". Fair enough. 
Firstly, I would like to point out that not 
only is it not impossible to combine anti-
enlightenment ideas with critical thinking 
but that in the case of sati, this has actually 
been done.13 Anti-enlightenment philoso-
phy, which need or need not be anti-
science, does not necessarily lead to inter-
pretations of sati which are in the manner 
of Ashish Nandy's. At the risk of being 
repetitive, I would like to note that all 
critiques do not deny science completely 
and do not necessarily have to legitimise 
reactionary political currents, The poten-
tial of these critiques being appropriated 
by the political right can only become a 
possibility if allowed to. Secondly, the 
problem with Nanda's position lies in the 
fact that somehow Nanda takes these 
critiques of science to be either as given 
or emerging from a 'politics of nostalgia' 
or as a result of 'academic fashions', It 
is important to again highlight the fact that 
the third world feminists, not motivated 
by the politics, of nostalgia, have also 
voiced their problems with modern sci-
ence and technology [Manorama and Shah 
1996; Chadha 1996]. So if one looks into 
critiques of science, one can either choose 
to label them as regressive and holding 
"idiosyncratic and highly debatable neo-
Gandhian post-modern interpretations that 
seem designated to find colonialism re-
sponsible not just for its own sins but for 
our own as well" (p 921), As Nanda does 
or if one chooses not to do so and listen 
carfully, one might find that the roots of 
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the critiques of science in India do not lie 
in fashions of North American academia, 
but in the history of the Indian nation-state 
and the contemporary Indian scenario, a 
scenario that cannot be swept away by the 
impassioned rhetoric of any side. I would 
like to briefly recount here, in the context 
of Nanda ' s refutation of a critique of 
science, the reasons given by Vishwa-
nathan that, according to him, led to a gene-
ration's disenchantment with science.14 

Vishwanathan (1997:6) argues that 
science as a tool for national development 
and progress not only failed because it did 
not help us become anything other than 
"a poor third'' but also because "techno-
logical progress which had begun with the 
best of intentions had ended in the destruc-
tion of our civil rights" and has become 
part of a life-threatening and even geno-
cidal process. From the events in the last 
two decades which exposed to him the 
futility of a regime in which "modernity 
was the social contract between the na-
tion-state and modern western science 
engaged in a soap opera called develop-
ment". A critique of science in India is 
enmeshed in the critique of this social 
contract which manifested in the follow-
ing events. The declaration of emergency 
in 1975 and its technocratic bias which 
led to the bulldozing of slums and family 
planning programmes in the name of 
progress and technology; the 1984 Delhi 
riots which saw the emergence of a ter-
rorist state that had naturalised, very ra-
tionally, genocide itself; the Bhopal gas 
disaster which demonstrated the nexus 
between the state and the technocrats, in 
'managing' the issue; and lastly the pro-
posal of constructing the Narmada dam 
which according to Viswanathan repre-
sents a transformation of a liberal version 
of the role of science and technology into 
the genocidal version where large dams 
are not just seen as "an experiment on 
people but as a 'calculated risk' (p 11). 
Particularly juxtaposing the views of 
Nanda with those o f Vishwanathan, on the 
one hand, the Narmada Bachao Andolan 
can be seen as an effort to open "a moral 
and cognitive space" (Vishwanathan) or 
it can be seen us speaking up "for the 
situated lives and cultures of living com-
munities against the demand of progress" 
(Nanda) and leading to a potentially 
dangerous logic and situation open to abuse 
by the political right. Though Nanda is 
worried about the appropriation of the 
critique by the right - which is a valid fear 
but which I think has to be addressed in 
a more widely based political debate than 
the one surrounding the science question; 
the essential threat seen by Nanda is in 

a much feared 'epistemic relativism' the 
logic of which, in this context, to put it 
very briefly and simply is: if all know-
ledge and thereby all truth is relative and 
probably ideological - i e , partial and 
provisional - how is one to argue for 
universal progress and just i fy critical 
movements with such an utopia at its heart ? 
Epistemic relativism in this context is 
perceived as anarchistic, I would like to 
add to Vishwanathan's list of four a fifth 
that often comes up in debates over the 
role of scientific temper in combating anti -
human and oppressive traditions, i e, the 
demolition of the Babri masjid. After the 
demolition of the Babri masjid, it has 
become clear that the appeal to scientific 
temper does not provide sufficient means 
to combat communalism. This does not 
at all imply that egalitarian politics has to 
be forgone. What it brings forth is the need 
for critical tools in addition to (not in 
exclusion of) the scientific temper What 
we need to ask ourselves is: Do we allow, 
firstly, the fear of appropriation by the 
right or, secondly the fear of epistemic 
relativism to numb our critical thinking? 
Or does one work constantly at sharpening 
the departure points between the rightist 
forces and the critiques of modernity on 
the one hand and epistemic relativism and 
anarchism on the other, rather than equat-
ing them. Pursuing this line of argument, 
firstly, it is evident that the perspective of 
the right to tradition is too narrow as 
compared to those involved in looking 
into the past in the search for alternatives. 
Progressive forays into the past approach 
tradition not only critically (not in a 
glorificatory and eulogistic manner as 
does the right) but also seek out critical 
tools from within them that will help to 
bear upon oppressive structures. Secondly, 
I would suggest that the critiques of 
modernity and science which are not right-
ist (could be neo-Gandhian or neo-Marx-
ist) look not only into the past but also 
into the present and the future enlike the 
rightist forces, for the making of alterna-
tive social organisations. Hybrid rather 
than homogenised structures are what 
emerge as the characteristics of these 
alternatives. Thirdly, one can argue that 
the radical critics of science seek to en-
hance people-based politics from subject 
positions unlike the right which speaks of 
only identity politics. 

While it is important to highlight the 
departure points with the right, the cri-
tiques of science also need to mark the 
meeting points and continuities in pro-
gressive and critical streams of science 
studies. In this context, let me bring to 
attention the well-known fact that the leftist 

studies of science in India too have pains-
takingly emphasised, albeit a bit apolo-
getically, on the rationalist aspects of a 
traditional system like ayurveda,1 5 In fact 
the leftist study of ayurveda emphasises 
the role of brahmanincal hegemony that 
not only appropriated but also marginalised 
systems that were closer to the people 's 
traditions and their knowledge. Sharp-
ened by class-based leftist critiques, ef-
forts that seek to award space for the 
legitimacy of these traditions can be strate-
gically kept outside the hands of the 
political right. But simply by naming them 
as ethno-sciences or proto-scientific, the 
left does not do service to the people 's 
cause. Indigenous or traditional systems 
of knowledge, alive yet forgotten due to 
colonial ruptures, are involved in a con-
test, in a struggle over legitimacy - stand-
point or no standpoint - in the cultural 
fabric. To say that the people are happy 
buying modernity while academics are 
happy selling traditions is an oversimpli-
fication of the matter. The point though 
that I wish to emphasise is that it is not 
only the radical critics (neo-Gandhian or 
neo-leftist) who have spoken of these. The 
link between the earlier leftist approaches 
towards indigenous scientific traditions 
and their more recent culturalist counter-
parts needs to be strengthened rather than 
ruptured further. The departure point 
though is a broad class analysis available 
in the former and the cultural analysis in 
the latter. Whether the "science-question-
ing new Left" in India or in the west has 
"produced a better and potentially more 
progressive account of science" or not is 
still an open question especially since a 
cluster of critical liberatory movements 
finds themselves aligning with it. 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, it seems absurd to me to 
extract a temper, i e, the scientific temper, 
out of a method which is valid only in 
referential terms, i e, within the axioms 
of science, and demand it to exclusively 
bear upon entire efforts of civilisation that 
go in the making of traditions and daily 
life. Apart from the equation between 
science and progress, it is also this equa-
tion between the scientific temper and 
criticality that needs mediation. One has 
to ask oneself clearly whether the case for 
science lies in the role it can play as arbiter 
over oppressive tradition. Does it really 
work for the utopia of egalitarianism, an 
Utopia that, to my mind is the vision of 
progressive ideology? How much do we 
really need science in building of this 

utopia (which is more significant than the 
utopia of universal teological progress) 
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and how docs it really contribute to its 
building? If we put aside the impassioned 
rhetoric of "science for enlightenment', 
the premise that "truth is a social con-
struct'' need not become the relativist 
monster undermining progressive social 
movements, as it has become for some. 
Epistemic relativism need not necessarily 
mean that 'anything goes' nor does it have 
to mean that there is no truth (i e, the space 
for truth is vacuous). What epistemic 
relativism does is that it makes the space 
for truth a contested one, allowing truths 
to have only provisional and partial va-
lidity either in the form of standpoint 
epistemology or in the form of the stra-
tegically held 'elusive' or 'imagined' 
centres of the deconstructivists. Why 
should progressive, liberatory, critical 
movements have an insurmountable prob-
lem with such a theoretical tool whose 
raison d'etre is to aid critical movements 
and avoid the pitfalls of absolute relativ-
ism, To build the space between a case 
of a science and a critique of science, it 
would, yes, be better if science 'confesses 
it own culture' and having confessed it, 
becomes a contestant for truth rather than 
either 'remaining coralled in that culture' 
or becoming the sole hegemonising power. 

Notes 

[The author wishes to thank Kamala Ganesh and 
Sridhar K for discussions and suggestions and 
Ruchira Banerjee for helping with the translation 
of the article by Derrida.] 

1 The elements of maverick-ness and yet that 
of childlike-ness in the image associated with 
these scientists is slipped on to Sokal ' s 
"unconcealed glee at his achievement", i e, 
the hoax [Mukherjee 1998] in the noble act 
of doing service to science and progress. 

2 Generally appreciative of Sokal, Weinberg 
states that though the issues raised by Sokal 
are not new, "he has done a great service in 
raising them so dramatically" [see Weinberg]. 

3 Derrida too states that the issues raised by 
Sokal are old but unlike Weinberg, Derrida 
asserts that Sokal is not serious in the manner 
in which he addresses these issues. 

4 See Chadha 1997, Nanda 1998 (all quotations 
of Nanda in my present article are taken from 
Nanda 1998), Sokal 1998. 

5 See Chadha 1998. Arguments in this article 
are based upon the arguments of the feminist-
scientist, Evelyn Fox Keller 

6 See Chakravarti Spivak. Spivak's chapter 5 
and the essays in part 2 can be interpreted 
thus. See also Longino's analysis of Donna 
Haraway's position vis-a-vis epistemology, 
relativism, politics and social change. 

7 See Sokal 1997. In an article in Liberation, 
October 6, 1997, Vincent Fleury and Yun sun 
Limet accuse Sokal and Bricmont of these 
intentions. 

8 While there have always been strong reac-
tions to science criticism, Sokal 's attack has 
taken the form of a backlash. 

9 As a field, science studies by default evolves 
a critique of modem science. For a case to 

substantiate this point, see Chadha 1998a, for 
a discussion on the sociology of scientific 
knowledge. 

10 While trying to substantiate her point that 
Sokal is open to certain critiques of science, 
Nanda argues that though Sokal targets femi-
nist critics of science like Harding, he spares 
others like Ruth Hubbard who incidentally 
happens to be a practising scientist. 

11 See Longino and Hammonds for a discussion of 
the works of Anne Fausto-Sterling, Donna 
Haraway, Evelyn Fox Keller and Sandra Harding. 

12 See Mukherjee where Sokal declares that 
among the two non-scientists who detected 
the hoax before he declared it to be so one 
was his archaeologist friend. 

13 See Mani for the departure points between 
a post-colonial feminist critique of sati from 
that of Nandy's . 

14 These can also be read as the "sociological 
evidences for the excess of reason", some-
thing which Nanda feels the critiques of 
science have not provided, Nanda's percep-
tion that entire critiques of science is gov-
erned either by nostalgia or by the symbiosis 
between the anti enlightenment western cri-
tiques of science and radical science critiques 
is therefore questionable 

15 The primary reference here is Debi Prasad 
Chattopadhyay's monumental work on His-
tory of Science and Technology in Ancient 
India, 
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