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Welcome one and all to the first issue of Facts & Artifacts to be put forth in about two years!  To celebrate the occasion for an extra-long issue, we decided to share an interesting email exchange among members of the STS and other H&SS departments on the issue of God (see page 7 and beyond).  Enjoy!

FROM THE CHAIR'S DESK
It’s hard to believe but it is now almost a year since I began as chair of the department. It’s been a very busy and exciting year.  One of our newest and most important innovations this year is the development of a Pro-Seminar. We began the fall semester with a faculty retreat at Rensselaerville where in addition to the usual review of our various programs we discussed ways to increase our sense of community within the department. One concept that received considerable support was the creation of a Pro-Seminar where faculty and students would talk about their current work, identify the challenges in creating new projects and share their experiences in overcoming obstacles in the production of scholarly work. Linnda Caporael generously gave of her time this year to create this Pro-Seminar in conjunction with the Advanced Research Methods course. The last meeting of the Pro-Seminar was a joint meeting of graduate students and faculty to discuss issues of mutual concern including how to continue our commitment to the creation of intellectual community. Several suggestions for how to proceed and improve the process were offered. The suggestion receiving the most support was to alternate meetings of the Pro-Seminar with Departmental Colloquia. In the former meetings faculty and graduate students would present works in progress in an informal manner. In the latter meetings speakers would present finished works in a more formal manner. It was agreed that graduate students would benefit in their professional development by taking the lead in the design and implementation of this new approach. Casey and Tolu have volunteered to design this program with some advisement as needed from Atsushi and Kate. I wish to extend my thanks to all who participated in this year’s Pro-Seminar especially to Linnda for getting it off the ground and to Casey, Tolu, Atsushi and Kate for continuing to carry the ball. I am glad that we have decided to save a space for these meetings of the graduate students and faculty and I look forward to continuing our conversations on the nature of intellectual community. 

Sharon Anderson-Gold

FACULTY NEWS HIGHLIGHTS
Sharon Anderson-Gold served as Chair of the Book Prize Committee of the North American Society for Social Philosophy 2003 and 2004.  She is also a member of the editorial board of the North American Kant Society Book Series 2004 and 2005.

Kate Boyer has been enjoying learning about everyone’s interests here in the department over the last three years.   She currently teaches two first year studies courses (Design, History and Society; Information in Society and Culture) and two upper-division courses (Cities/Lands; Information Technology in Society and Culture).  Beyond Rensselaer, she has been serving as a board member for the national ‘geographic perspectives on women’ specialty group of the Association of American Geographers since 2003, and this summer will take over as chair of this collective.   This group has a membership of over 400 souls, and is one of the discipline’s most active specialty groups.  
Linda Layne gave an interview with Jim Horne, The Health Show, WAMC Public Radio. It aired during the week of Oct 1, 2004. WAMC/Northeast Public Radio is a regional public radio network serving parts of seven northeastern United States: New York, Massachusetts, Connecticut, Vermont, New Jersey, New Hampshire and Pennsylvania.  The Health Show is nationally syndicated and can be heard on nearly 160 public radio and ABC radio stations around the country. The program is also heard in 138 countries on U.S. Armed Forces Radio.

GRADUATE STUDENT HIGHLIGHTS
Colin Beech

Since the last publication of Facts & Artifacts, Colin has been waging a long campaign to complete his dissertation.  Currently, he is ABD after completing his candidacy examination and defending his dissertation proposal, “Intelligence, interaction ritual chains, & the social construction of poker: Method and theory in sociological software design.”  He is currently performing field work studying professional poker players and cognitive convention theory, as well as developing a software prototype that uses a cognitive convention design framework to play no limit hold’em poker.  

Lane DeNicola

Lane spent the early part of spring '04 working with Selma and Matt coordinating the sixth MIT-Cornell-RPI STS Graduate Student Conference (hosted at RPI in 2004).  In March, he (finally) presented his MS thesis ("Himmelsmaschine: Weimar Culture, the Projection Planetarium, and the Politics of Simulation"), which was subsequently awarded a first place in the graduate essay category of the McKinney Writing Competition.  He was officially awarded the MS in May, but the following month (!) he advanced to doctoral candidacy after defending his dissertation proposal (working title: "Earth Remote Sensing in the Developing World and the Shaping of Environmental 

Expertise").  He also continued as a Contributing Editor for the 4S website through 2004, and following a cross-country relocation to Oregon he will remain in absentia for the 04/05 academic year.  

Rachel Dowty

After achieving ABD status in 2003, Rachel spent Spring 2004 in Oxford and London, England, conducting dissertation research on how neuroscientists use standardized educational and cognitive tests with brain imaging technologies (specifically functional magnetic resonance imaging, or fMRI) to study how the brain functions.  She was also a participant observer at the MIT / Harvard Medical School / Massachusetts General Hospital Visiting Fellowship Program in Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI) in Spring 2005. She was also hired by Oxford University Press as an editorial consultant for Science, Technology, and Society: An Encyclopedia to edit submissions written by authors for whom English is a second language.

Jill Fisher

Jill Fisher has accepted a tenure-track position as an assistant professor at Arizona State University.  She will have a joint appointment at ASU with 75% in Women's Studies and 25% in the Consortium for Science Policy and Outcomes beginning in August 2005.

Selma Sabanovic

Selma completed her field exams in October 2003 and defended her dissertation proposal for a comparative cross-cultural case study of social robotics research in the U.S. and Japan in September 2004.  From March to June 2005 she was a visiting researcher at the Intelligent Systems Institute at AIST in Tsukuba, Japan.  In June, July and October 2005 she was a visiting researcher at the Robotics Institute at CMU, Pittsburgh. She is currently finishing up her fieldwork. Selma has presented papers on STS, critical and cultural analysis, and social robotics at the 2004 4S conference in Paris, France, as well as at the Social Robotics Workshop in Claremont, CA. She is currently organizing a social robotics panel at the AMC06 conference in Istanbul.  In Spring 2004, she worked with Lane and Matt on coordinating the sixth MIT-Cornell-RPI STS Graduate Student Conference (hosted at RPI in 2004).

Erich Schienke was invited to be on the Editorial Board of the Journal of Environmental Sciences (bimonthly). He is also currently teaching a six-part intensive course to 30 graduate students at the RCEES on "Writing Scientific Papers for International Journals".  Erich hopes to complete his dissertation for Spring 2006 graduation. As they say in Chinese, Jia You (gee-ya yo), i.e. put the gas on! For a full description of Erich's dissertation research, please visit <http://cecs.sts.rpi.edu/documents/greening-the-dragon.pdf>. 
Bo Xie

See her website at http://www.rpi.edu/~xieb/
ALUMNI UPDATES 

Ken Fleischmann received his Ph.D. in 2004 and started a tenure-track position as an Assistant Professor in the College of Information at

Florida State University in August of 2004. He has forthcoming peer-reviewed articles that will be published this summer in Communications of the ACM, Journal of the American Society of Information Science and Technology, and First Monday. He has also received funding from FSU's Council on Research and Creativity for his next research project: "Comparing 3D and 2D Displays in Educational Software." For more information, please see: http://ci.fsu.edu/fleischmann/


Jeff Howard

In late November, Jeff successfully defended his dissertation, "Toward intelligent, democratic steering of chemical technologies: Evaluating industrial chlorine chemistry as environmental trial and error." This fall he started as a visiting assistant professor at the School of Urban and Public Affairs at the University of Texas at Arlington, where he is teaching graduate courses in environmental policy, social policy formation, and qualitative methods.  Since it is unlikely that this position will morph into something permanent, he is searching nationwide for an environmental policy or technology policy job.

Dean Nieusma

PhD: May 2004

Title: "The Energy Forum of Sri Lanka: Working toward Appropriate Expertise."

Job: Visiting Assistant Professor, Dept. of STS, School of Engineering and Applied Sciences, Univ. of Virginia.

Courses Taught: "Western Technology and Culture," "The Engineer, Ethics, and Society," and "Design for Society."

Latest conference: Engineers for a Sustainable World national conference, Stanford University, September 30-October 2, 2004.

GRANTS AND AWARDS
Sharon Anderson-Gold was awarded a Fischbach Travel Award, 2005.

Lane DeNicola received the Alger Award in July 2004, supporting research in engineering ethics, which allowed him to attend the XXth Quadrennial Congress of the International Society for Photogrammetry and Remote Sensing in Istanbul (Turkey).  

Jill Fisher was awarded a Kirschstein-National Research Service Award from the National Institutes of Health.  This predoctoral fellowship ($112,180) funded her dissertation research and writing from August 2003 through August 2005. She was also selected as a 2004 recipient of the Founders Award of Excellence for recognition of academic achievement and campus leadership at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute.  

David Hess and Langdon Winner won an NSF grant on ""Sustainable Technology, the Politics of Design, and Localism."  They will be examining design and policy dimensions of local sustainability projects that also have a social justice component.

Selma Sabanovic  was awarded an NSF Dissertation Improvement Grant in August 2005 (PI: Linnda R. Caporael) which allowed her to continue her research on the socio-cultural factors in social robot design in the U.S. and Japan. 

Erich Schienke received an NSF East Asia and Pacific Summer Institute position for conducting research in China. (Awarded for Summer of 2003, but postponed due to SARS until Summer of 2004).  Erich was awarded an NSF Dissertation Improvement Grant (on second submission) which allowed him to return to China in March 2005, where he will continue his research until the end of July 2005 at least and perhaps through December 2005. 

Bo Xie received an NSF dissertation research improvement grant in August 2004 (PI: Kim Fortun).  In March 2005, she was awarded the Herman Bouma Award from the Foundation for Gerontechnology (EURO 1,000). 

PUBLICATIONS
Sharon Anderson-Gold

 _. “Kant’s Cosmopolitan Right as a Source of Contemporary Cosmopolitanism” invited contribution, special edition on Cosmopolitanism, Deutsche Zeitschrift fur Philosophie 1/2005  

_. “Uprooting Evil: Building Ethical Communities”,  For Evil Destined? , ed. Predrag Cicovacki, University of Rochester Press, 2005

_. "Cosmopolitan Right - Kant's Key to Perpetual Peace" in Philosophical Yearbook, Vol. 17, ed. Jovan Babic, Faculty of Philosophy’s Institute for Philosophy, Belgrade 2004

_. “Evil and Enlightenment in the Philosophy of Immanuel Kant”, in Recht-Geschichte-Religion: Die Bedeutung fur die Gegenwart, ed. By Herta Nagl-Docekal und Rudolf Langthaler  ,Berlin: Akademie Verlag GmbH, 2004

_. “Terrorism and Human Rights”,  in Human Rights, Democracy and Religion , volume 20, Social Philosophy Today, .ed. John Rowan,  Philosophy Documentation Center, July 2004

_. “Memory, Identity and Cultural Authority” an invited commentary on Sue Campbell’s Relational Remembering: Rethinking the Memory Wars  in Social Philosophy Today, vol. 21, ed. John Rowan, Philosophy Documentation Center, 2005

_. “American Constitutionalism” invited commentary on Religion and the Obligations of Citizenship,  in Social Philosophy Today, volume 20, .ed. John Rowan,  Philosophy Documentation Center, July 2004

_. “Human Rights and Cultural Identity”, in  Philosophical Yearbook,  vol. 16, ed.  Jovan Babic, Faculty of Philosophy's Institute for Philosophy,  Belgrade, 2003

_. “Objectivity in Environmental Ethics”,  Truth and Objectivity in Social Ethics , Vol. 18 Social Philosophy Today,  ed. Cheryl Hughes, Philosophy Documentation Center, 2003

 
_. “Prophetic History”,  Geschichtsphilosophie, ed. by Johannes Rohbeck and Herta

Nagl-Docekal, Darmstadt, Germany: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft (WBG),

2003

Colin Beech

He has published three book reviews this year, “Secret wars: Traditionalism’s refutation of modernity”, “Gambling with life: futures, insurance, and catastrophe”, and, “The sociology of philosophies”, which appeared in the recently published Science, Technology and Society: An Encyclopedia, for which Colin was also an editorial consultant.  

Kate Boyer

Entries for “Technology and Culture” and “Technology and the Economy”, Oxford Encyclopedia of Science, Technology and Society, Sal Restivo, Editor. 2005 


_. “Spaces of Change: Gender, Information Technology, and New Geographies of Mobility and Fixity in the Early Twentieth-Century Financial Services Sector”, The Blackwell Companion to Feminist Geography Ed. Joni Seager and Lise Nelson, December, 2004

_.  “’Miss Remington’ Goes to Work: Gender, Space and Technology at the Dawn of the Information Age”, The Professional Geographer, Vol. 56, #2, 2004, pp. 201-212.

Lane DeNicola

In parallel with research and grant-writing, Lane is working on an article tentatively entitled "The Bundling of Geospatial Information With Everyday Experience," to appear as a chapter in a proposed anthology on surveillance and everyday experience edited by Torin Monahan. 

Rachel Dowty 
Her recent and upcoming publications include:

_ . (forthcoming). Survival of ritual beliefs among African slaves in Brazil. (book review). Journal of World History. 

_ . (forthcoming). Resistance to enslavement in West Africa.  (book review). Journal of World History. 

_ . 2005. Transnational privacy standards, equity in practice (book review).  Science and Public Policy.  August 2005.

_ . 2005.  Clones and cloning.  In Science, Technology and Society: An Encyclopedia. Sal Restivo (ed-in-chief). Oxford University Press.  April 2005.  

Jill Fisher

Her paper "Playing Patient, Playing Doctor: Munchausen Syndrome, Clinical S/M, and Ruptures of Medical Power" is forthcoming in the Journal of Medical Humanities.


David Hess 

David edited a special issue of Science as Culture (13/4) on "Health, the Environment, and Social Movements," which included his article "Object Conflicts in a Health-Environmental Social Movement: The Movement for Organic Food and Agriculture in the U.S."  His article "Medical Modernization, Scientific Research Fields, and the Movement for Complementary and Alternative Cancer Therapies" appeared in a special issue of Sociology of Health and Illness on health social movements (26/6). 

Eun-sung Kim 

“Chemical Sunset: Technological Inflexibility and Designing an Intelligent Precautionary Polluter Pays Principle.” Forthcoming in Science, Technology, and Human Values

Linda Layne 

_.  2004. "Making Memories: Trauma, Choice, and Consumer Culture in the Case of Pregnancy Loss" In Consuming Motherhood.  Taylor, Layne, and Wozniak, eds. pp. 122-138.  New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press.

_.  2000 "'He was a Real Baby with Baby Things': A Material Culture Analysis of 

Personhood and Pregnancy Loss" Journal of Material Culture 5(3):321-345.  Listed as tenth most cited article of the journal, November 2004.


_.  2004 Op-Ed. "Peterson Guilty: But once, not twice" Christian Science Monitor, November 23. http://www.csmonitor.com/2004/1123/p07s01-coop.html. Reprinted in eTawain News, The Modesto Bee, The Sacramento Bee, The Fresno Bee, NewsObserver (Raleigh, Durham, Chapel Hill), The Beaufort Gazette 

(South Carolina), Star Tribune, Minneapolis, The News Tribune, Tacoma WA, Anchorage Daily News, AK, Victoria Advocate, TX.

Linda was also featured in the October issue of the Chronicle for Higher Education.

Sal Restivo

_.   (ed-in-chief.). 2005.  Science, Technology, and Society: An Encyclopedia.  Oxford University Press.  (available April 2005)

_. Science, Technology, and Society: A Sociological Perspective (with J. Croissant and W. Bauchspies). Delivered to Blackwell Publishers.  To be published in 2005.

_. (In press) “The Will to Mathematics: Minds, Morals, and Numbers.” in Foundations of Science, special issue on Mathematics: What Does It All Mean? Edited by Jean Paul Van Bendegem, Bart Kerkhove, and Sal Restivo, 2005.  With Wenda Bauchspies.  [Portuguese translation, Bauchspies, W. & Restivo, S. (2001) BOLEMA, 16, pp. 102-124.]


_. (In press) “Theories Of Mind, Social Science, And Mathematical Practice” in J. P. Van Bendegem and Bart Van Kerkhove, (eds.) Perspectives on Mathematical Practices (Kluwer, Dordrecht, 2005). 

_.  2005.  “Politics of Latour” (essay review) Organization and Environment.  March, 2005.

Invited contributor to a special Issue of Educational Philosophy and Theory on Philosophy of Mathematics Education to be edited by Paul Ernest.

Invited author of The Sociology of Mathematics and Mathematics Education, a volume in preparation based on November 2004 NSF workshop on culturally responsive mathematical curricula.

Ned Woodhouse

Ned Woodhouse edited a symposium issue of the IEEE Technology and Society Magazine, Winter 2004, on "Nanotechnology Controversies." Among the eight articles is PhD candidate Michael Bennett's "Does Existing Law Fail to Address Nanotechnoscience?" The collection is intended to serve as the basis for an expanded edited volume, tentatively titled Will Small Be Beautiful?\

Recent PhD Jason Patton (now working as a transportation analyst/advocate for the City of Oakland) and faculty member Ned Woodhouse edited a special issue of the journal Design Issues, Summer 2004, on "STS and the Social Shaping of Design." Articles, all by recent RPI PhDs and faculty, included: Dean Nieusma (Univ of Virginia), "Alternative Design Scholarship: Working Toward Appropriate Design;" Todd Cherkasky (Sapient), "Design Style: Changing Dominant Design Practice;" Jeff Howard (Texas-Arlington), "Toward Participatory Ecological Design;" Kim Fortun, "Environmental Information Systems as Appropriate Technology;" Jesse Tatum, "The Challenge of Responsible Design;" and Woodhouse/Patton, "Design By Society." The collection is now being revised and expanded into an edited book. 


Bo Xie published a review article "Older adults, computers, and the Internet: Future directions" in the peer-reviewed journal Gerontechnology in June 2003.

Her paper, "Getting older adults online: The experiences of SeniorNet (USA) and OldKids (China)" will be published in 2005 in B. Jaeger (Ed.), Young Technologies in Old Hands - An International View on Senior Citizens' Utilization of ICT. 

 
Her paper “Older Chinese in the Information Age: The OldKids Internet Community in Shanghai, China" will be published in the peer-reviewed Gerontechnology conference proceedings.

CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS & LECTURES
Sharon Anderson-Gold

“Cultural Identity, Human Rights and Democracy”, 21st International Conference on Social Philosophy, Creighton University, Omaha, July 2004

  "Cosmopolitan Right - Kant's Key to Perpetual Peace", invited presentation and session chair, 6th annual conference on International Law and Ethics: Kant and the Ethics of International Affairs, University of Belgrade, Belgrade, June 30-July 2 2004

“Evil and Enlightenment in the Philosophy of Immanuel Kant”, invited presentation, Internationales Symposium Recht/ Geschichte/ Religion, Die Bedeutung Kants für die Philosophie der Gegenwart, Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, Wien. March, 2004

“Terrorism and Human Rights” , 21st International Conference on Social Philosophy,  Creighton University,  Omaha, July 2003

“Ethical Dimensions of Global Warming”, Society for the Social Studies of Science, Session on Environmental Ethics, Atlanta, Georgia, October 2003

"Cosmopolitanism and the Law of World Citizenship" section on Human Rights, XXI World Congress, Istanbul, Turkey, August 2003

“Human Rights and Cultural Identity”, invited presentation, 5th Annual Conference on International Law and Ethics, University of Belgrade, Belgrade, June 27-20, 2003

North American Kant Society, invited commentator “Corrupt and Dependent Agency” at the American Philosophical Association, Central Division Meetings, Cleveland, April 24-26, 2003

“Extending Respect for Nature”,  31st Annual Conference on Value Inquiry, University of North Dakota, Grand Forks, North Dakota,  April 10-12, 2003 

“Teaching Kant’s Groundwork”, - an invited talk for Columbia University faculty and graduate students, February, 2005

Sharon Anderson-Gold also organized the following conferences:

First Annual Meeting of the Eastern Division of the North American Kant Society, Fordham University, April 2004, keynote speaker Patricia Kitcher

Second Annual Meeting of the Eastern Division of the North American Kant Society, University of Pennsylvania, April 2005. keynote speaker Paul Guyer

22nd International Conference on Social Philosophy, Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, Troy, New York, July 2005 keynote speaker Sandra Harding 

Colin Beech

Relatively recent conference presentations include, “Knowledge rituals: The social theory of mind, computing, and intelligence”, given at the ASA conference in 2003, and, “The transmission of a symbol”, delivered at the Social Robotics Workshop in Claremont that same year.  

Rachel Dowty presented two papers at 4S, Atlanta, 2003: one entitled “Standardizing Marketable Information Through eth U.S. Educational System,” and another entitled “Designing the Face of an Oil Corporation.”  She will be presenting a paper and organizing a workshop entitled “Normal Problems: Educational Standardized Test use in Cognitive Neurosciences” for the Alternative Education Resource Organization’s (AERO) June 2005 conference at Russell Sage College in Troy.  

David Hess presented the paper "Angiogenesis and the Dynamics of Scientific Research Fields," at the American Sociological Association in August 2004.  The paper will be published in The New Political Sociology of Science: Institutions, Networks, and Power (University of Wisconsin Press), edited by Scott Frickel and Kelly Moore.  Since August he also gave invited lectures at Clemson University and Wellesley College, and in October he organized the conference "Science, Technology, and the Environment," which was hosted by Rensselaer.

Eun-sung Kim

He presented “Impure Bioethics: Questioning Bioethical Knowledge, Expertise, and Decision-making Regarding the Stem Cell Debate” at the Association for Politics and Life Science (APLS) Conference, in Chicago, Sept. 5, 2004.  He also presented “Bioethics and STS: Impure Bioethics in the Stem Cell Debate” at the 2004 HumaniTech Conference at SUNY-Albany, April 24.

Sal Restivo was a plenary panelist, NSF Workshop on Culturally Responsive Mathematical Curricula, NSF headquarters, Arlington VA November 6-9, 2004. His other recent presentations include:

“The Travels of Einstein’s Brain, and Did Shakespeare Have One: Reading Mind, Body, and Brain Sociologically,” lecture at the Free University of Brussels, Brussels, Brussels, Belgium, April 11, 2005.


“Toward a Sociology of the Brain and Some Remarks on its Applications,” lecture at the Learning Lab Denmark, University of Copenhagen.  Copenhagen, Denmark, April 18, 2005.


“Where Does Mathematics Come From?  Reflections on God, Einstein’s Brain, and Social Construction,” seminar presentation, Department of Mathematics, Ithaca College, May 2, 2005.

Selma Sabanovic

Recent presentations include “Configuring Epistemic Narratives: Theoretical Approaches to Cross-cultural Studies of Social Robot Design,” presented at 4S & EASST Conference in Paris, August 2004; “Picturing Cultural Narratives: A Cross-Cultural Study of Social Robots,” presented at the 6th Annual STS Graduate Student Conference at RPI, February 2004 and “Cultural Epistemes and Social Agents: Developing a Cultural Approach to Social Robot Design.” Paper presented at the Workshop on Social Studies of Social Robotics at Harvey Mudd College, April 2003.

Erich Schienke

Erich was invited to participate in a one-week workshop for the Global Carbon Project titled "Networks and Regional Carbon Management" in Tsukuba, Japan. Erich's presentation was oriented towards public understanding and participation, was titled "From Perfect Knowledge to Working Knowledge(s): Rethinking Scientific Output for Effective Public Participation in the Context of Carbon Budgets". Erich was also awarded the opportunity to participate as a Graduate Fellow in an NSF sponsored two-week workshop titled "Values in Design", which will take place at Santa Clara University from August 1-12th. This intensive workshop, specifically focused on Information Design, has been put together by Geoffrey Bowker and Helen Nissenbaum. 

Ned Woodhouse gave an invited lecture at the University of Massachusetts-Amherst in November, "Bringing Political Science into the 21st Century: Technology as Legislation." Ned Woodhouse also gave an invited lecture at the University of North Carolina in November, "Chemistry as a Political Issue." 

Bo Xie presented a paper at the Fourth Annual Conference of the Association for Anthropology and Gerontology at the University of Texas, Austin, March 4-6, 2005. 

She presented another paper at the Fifth International Conference of the International Society for Gerontechnology in Nagoya, Japan, May 24-27, 2005. 

 THE GOD EMAILS

Introduction

What you are about to read is a conflict between intellectual worldviews, further complicated by the fact that their arguments draw implicitly upon one position’s perspective of the other.  True enough, God is at the center of the debate, but those who have studied a Durkheimian position with regards to religion will recall that God-related issues have more to do with a society’s picture of itself, what it means to be human, and at the heart of the matter, what it means to think, than they do with literal theology.  The crux of the matter is truth itself, and the rules regarding how it is to be procured; social construction pundits and others who appreciate epistemological playfulness will be delighted with this exchange.  The debate is a blow-by-blow progression of primarily two competing moral orders of truth, the philosophical and the sociological, and part of the fun is noticing that truths, facts, and conclusions themselves are not debated so much as the systematic means by which they are to be considered.  I won’t summarize too much here, as part of the fun is having a look for yourself, but I would encourage those who are tickled intellectually by the exchange below to also have a look at Derrida’s Limited, Inc., where a similar exchange of ships of truth crossing in the night takes place between Derrida and his critic, John Searle.  



The God Emails…

Dear colleagues: With all due respect for the distinguished intellectual credentials of the Is There a God? panelists, the results were comparable to what one might have expected if a panel of social scientists had convened to discuss "Is there a Graviton?"  Students would have been better served if David Hume had returned from the dead to address this issue. You don't have to believe social scientists, you don't have to grant them intellectual credibility or scientific legitimacy (all quite common in American culture), but it seems to me that the panelists have some responsibility as educators to at least acknowledge the body of knowledge about god and religion in the social sciences.
We have had two hundred years of systematic cumulative research in the comparative cross-cultural and historical sociology, anthropology, and archaeology of the social and cultural origins of God, the gods, religion, faith, and belief.  That knowledge is as tentative, fallible, and corrigible as any knowledge but it bears the same stamp of cautious and skeptical certainty and the same degree of closure to debate that accrues to the fact that the earth is an oblate spheroid wobbling in precession.  We don’t have to commit ourselves to some naïve notion of “progress” to recognize that we do learn things and that what we learn as cultures and civilizations is a special resource of our educational systems, and especially of our universities.  Education is a value system, it is not a neutral balancing of opposed dualities; universities stand for something more complex than “an examination of both sides.”  
And now, for something completely different - a little social science. Communities of practice are the locus of knowledge and they constitute proof communities.  Within the community of social science practice I inhabit, it is accepted that God is a social fact and my claim is that this fact has been proven at the very least by a consiliency of evidences and ensemble of probabilities.   The idea that God cannot be proved or disproved is a rhetorical device that stifles scientific inquiry and discourse and discourages courageous acts of intelligence.   Logic of the sort performed by most philosophers is a product of our experiences in and with the physical and material world. Even then that realm of our lives is complicated enough to have generated a multiplicity of logics.  The anthropologist Mary Douglas, and the sociologist of mathematics David Bloor, have elegantly demonstrated that logics are moral orders.  To be logical is to be moral within a given community of practice.   Logic and physics tell us nothing about religion and God as social facts; we require a social logic (a socio-logic).   Physicists and philosophers have as much right to speak out on God as social scientists have to speak out on gravitons – the point is where should students turn if they want to be up to date about God and gravitons?    Other voices must be heard on this issue, and I will do my best to try to put together a panel of experts for some future discussion of this issue.  This is the 21st century, and our students - especially our students - deserve better than a medieval Punch and Judy show.
  
I am, as ever, RPI's Voice in the Wilderness. 

Sal Restivo

Professor of Sociology, Science Studies, and Information Technology, Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute

Special Professor, Nottingham University UK Former Hixon/Riggs Professor, Harvey Mudd College

Hi Sal,

I agree with much of what you say, and always find your ideas stimulating (and would have enjoyed an exchange with you).  And the idea of panelists representing some of the viewpoints you have in mind (which are only coincidentally held by social scientists:  after all, many social scientists are hard core realists about normatively correct inference, etc.) strikes me as a good one.  However, of this I'm sure:  When you defend some thesis you must, to be rational, and to convince rational agents, use normatively correct logic, not some other kind of system that is parasitical on social structures or practice.  Indeed, in your email you make use of standard inference, and so the strength of that email (and other writings) stands or falls with standard logic :).  In philosophy, there is the old story of the thinker who gives an elaborate defense of some deviant or idiosyncratic logic, but the defense itself makes crucial use of such rules as that 'if P then Q, P, therefore Q'.

Cheers,  //Selmer

Selmer: You are right about standard logic up to a point.  Logic does not float freely above human and material contexts and concerns - it must come from somewhere (This is where we seem to part company).  To the extent, then, that different contexts and situations overlap or otherwise intersect with and have the same properties as the standard world then to that extent standard logic applies.  Your position seems to be that there is only one logic that applies to rational argument, and given the high degree to which our environs of action are similar and constant in the short and long run you are right.  In physics, things go different and weird at very large and very small scales.  In the sciences in general, things go different and weird as we move across levels of reality (physical, natural, and social).  If I make the claim that I KNOW there is no God, this strains logic because I have to shift the argumentative context to whole new arenas of evidence and relationships. This does not necessarily have to strain standard logic any more than the shift from Ptolemy to Copernicus and Kepler had to strain standard logic.  But in that case and in this, something has to shift in terms of popular prejudices and expectations before standard logic can come back into play.  The social sciences have to be admitted to the world of the physical and natural sciences as full partners in the search for truth and knowledge.  We're not there yet.  Anyway, my intent was certainly not to preclude a panel of the sort you participated in, but to point out (because "Is there a God?" is a technical question in the same way that "Is there a graviton?" is a technical question) that it makes plausible a social science and humanities panel on the graviton question.

Thanks for getting to the nub of what's at stake here in terms of the logic of argument.  
Cheers, Sal

Sal Restivo

Hi, Jim:

A few comments:

1. I echo John's comments in praise of Craig. Craig is a hero in all of this and is worthy of nothing but praise.

No question about this.  I've been thinking about doing something for the campus on this topic for decades but have so far restricted myself to my classes and external audiences.  

2. I also echo Heidi's and John's comments about a second panel -- I would gladly come and listen to a different group or participate if invited.

My plan here is to organize something for the fall and spring - perhaps a lecture series.  I did something like this some years ago on science and religion with Templeton Foundation funds.  I'd like to build into such a series more opportunities for extended discussions.  I'd like to bring in people like the sociological theorist Randall Collins who's written on the sociology of God and Karen Armstrong, who is in my view the best contemporary writer on comparative religion.

3. Selmer is right that there are some basic forms of reasoning that we can't do without, but, as Selmer is well aware, there are extensions to these basic forms (tense logics, deontic logics, 2nd order logics) that are less of a sure thing.

The problem here is not in not recognizing alternative logics but in failing to ground alternatives, extensions, etc. in contexts, situations, historical/cultural junctures.
There are no cultural productions however abstract that float above the human condition, there are no transcendentals.  Even the higher reaches of metamathematics can be shown to be grounded in social realities (including the social system of mathematics itself, and not just "external" causalities such as religion, politics, and economics).  There are many examples I discuss in my work including Boolean algebra, transfinite numbers, non-Euclidean geometry, proofs of 1+1 = 2 from Plato to Leibniz to Peano to Russell and Whitehead, etc.  

4. Sal: Reading between the lines of your initial e-mail it seems to me that you do not want to discuss the existence of God so much as you do a certain approach to "knowing about the world." Does it make sense to claim that things do or do not exist without making clear what "community of practice" constitutes the "proof community?" From what I can tell, you do not think that it does.

I'm confused by this.  My point is precisely that what we believe and what we claim to know is grounded in communities of practice.  In a related sense Ludwik Fleck referred to these as "thought collectives" (in Genesis and Development of a Scientific Fact, 1979 translation of the German original 1935), Sharon Traweek calls them "communities of objectivity" (in  Beamtimes and Lifetimes: The World of High Energy Physics, 1988), and I've called them "objectivity communities."  

Now if you were to stop here and claim merely that what this comes to is that all of us come to such discussions with a certain background/perspective and that this provides a framework for our investigations, I think most all of us would agree. However, if you take the next step and argue that because I inhabit a certain social community and since in that community, "God is a social fact," then God exists, I could not disagree more. 

To say that God is a social fact (this is to speak in technical terms associated with the 19th and early 20th century sociologist, Emile Durkheim) is to say that God is a human (social and cultural) construction, creation, invention and not something, some entity, that exists in or out of space and time.  Interestingly enough, Durkheim (who demonstrated that suicide is a social and not a simple individual fact) ended his analysis of "The Elementary Forms of Religious Life" by drawing attention to logical concepts as social facts.*  This is in fact the position "I" speak for representing one segment of the sociological thought collective.  The fact is, incidentally, that causal sociologists who claim that sociology is a discovering science are a distinct minority in this country, and only somewhat more populous outside of the United States.

Thank you all for the provocations.  Cheers, Sal  

*If any of you are interested in pursuing this, Karen Fields' introduction to her translation of this classic, "Religion as an Eminently Social Thing" is worth reading.  She helps to exorcise a lot of the nonsense floating about on what "social construction" means.

Sal Restivo

Sal, you claim

“My point is precisely that what we believe and what we claim to know is grounded in communities of practice."

I don't for the life of me know what the proposition here means.  It's not sufficiently rigorous.  What does it mean to say "that what we believe and what we claim to know is grounded in communities of practice"?  This proposition is too vague to be taken seriously in the formal sciences (logic, math, technical philosophy).  Perhaps it means only that if I claim that P is true, it's also true that I exist, and live in some community.  Well, we all know that.

If you try to make it precise, you will have to use the machinery of the formal sciences.  No way out.  

If, once you make it more precise, you want to argue for it and defend it, you must use patterns of reasoning that aren't in the least grounded in social practice, etc.  Otherwise, no one will believe you.  They'll say, well, he's just using *his* patterns, not ours.  The relativistic view you espouse has long been rejected in philosophy -- so you may need a panel without a technical philosopher or logician, unless you want a clear-cut refutation to be given to the audience.  Believe me, the audience, if composed in good part of scientists and engineers, won't buy the relativistic view.

This is why your view is self-refuting.  In fact, your view has long been thought to be self-refuting in formal logic and technical philosophy, and, with all due respect, is not therefore taken seriously therein.

Were I allowed to be on any panel where such views are propounded, I would begin by laying out in more detail why these types of positions are self-refuting.  I would like to be on such a panel, needless to say.

Yours,  //Selmer

Dear colleagues,

I've been reading these exchanges with some interest but also with some confusion as I was not present at the panel and am uncertain as to what was attempted to be "proved".

But if I may I would like to present what I believe is another and potentially very different philosophical perspective which may actually mediate somewhat between the formalistic traditions logical and/or scientific which in some sense both sides of this debate seem to ascribe to - the perspective of a Kantian philosopher.

Kant who as you may know was a major advocate of Newtonian science rejected the possibility of a formalistic proof of the existence of God on the grounds that existence is not a predicate but a category that has application only to objects in space and time.  He rejected all forms of "ontological proof". Kant maintained that arguments from design were the strongest forms of proof but recognized that Hume had rendered such arguments less than certain. Arguments from design were not of course ever intended to have the status of certainty and were always supplemented (see Acquinas) with arguments based on "first cause." But Pascal, mathematician and physicist, protested concerning such arguments that they showed nothing concerning "the God of Abraham". Instead Pascal formulated his famous "wager" based entirely on faith and the fruits of a moral life.

Back to Kant. Kant did not maintain that just because formalist proofs based on traditional logic could not prove the "existence" of God that belief in the existence of God was irrational or that propositions concerning God were ill formed. Rather Kant held that belief in the existence of God was a necessary supplement to the moral life. He characterized propositions concerning God's existence as "postulates" that were necessary for the complete realization of the "highest moral good".

Because for Kant modern science and the epistemological principles he deemed necessary to "justify" scientific knowledge could not IN PRINCIPLE provide a place for the MORAL LAW as a prescriptive principle Kant turned to the investigation of the structure of reason itself for the ultimate sources of both science and morality. The philosophical framework that he developed unfolds two perspectives - one epistemological and one practical.

It is from the point of view of practical AGENCY and the moral life that propositions concerning God's existence are justified NOT FROM ANY FORMALIST LOGIC OR EPISTEMOLOGY.

By now my social science colleagues will be thinking BUT MORALITY IS A SOCIAL FACT. Yes indeed it is. And that is in no way incompatible with the Kantian framework. Moral life is open to investigation as a social fact but always as a social fact WITHIN AN EVALUATIVE FRAMEWORK. Description of social practices is of great importance in providing a context for moral evaluation but the "norms" that are discovered through observation are never prescriptive per se. Nor do most social scientists maintain that they are. My experience has been that most social scientists understand that social facts are the preconditions and context for a switch of frame from observer to evaluator and then perhaps to activism. The evaluative framework is not deducible from nor reducible to the descriptive framework

 Back to God and epistemology. Most modern philosophy post-Kant to the extent that such philosophical investigation has been concerned with religion and or ethics has left the formal logical track behind and has concentrated on what it means to be a moral agent. This investigation informed by social science is inherently normative and requires a practical logic informed by the "ought".

I suggest that this is the correct philosophical approach and that we do not lose but gain much by taking this track.

Yours, Sharon Anderson-Gold

Hi Sal, Selmer,

    Like Selmer, I am NOT a social constructivist, Rorty-style pragmatist, social-knowledge theorist (Bloor, Barnes, ...) or relativist.

    However, I do acknowledge that there are weighty issues here that are deserving of discussion and, indeed, I do discuss them (theory laden-ness of observation, under-determination of theory by data, holism, incommensurability, problems identifying progress,...) when I teach philosophy of science.

    I also acknowledge that, as realists who are concerned about the nature of mind, both Selmer and myself and the rest of the CogSci/Phil. of Mind community have made little progress in solving certain fundamental problems that would allow us to answer more directly the "relativist challenge."  In particular, what I have in mind here is our inability to account for how "thinking" can be "about something in the world."  As Rorty has argued, the belief that there is such an "aboutness relation" is fundamental to the realist outlook but it is at best poorly explained/understood. 

Nevertheless, I, and I think Selmer as well, accept that our "thinking" is such that it can provide information about externally existing things that is "accurate" and not essentially "grounded in communities of practice."

So yes, there are interesting questions here and I look forward to any discussions series that may come to fruition.

All the Best,

Jim Fahey

Hi Sharon,

    Thanks for weighing-in on this and clarifying Kant's view.  (At the colloquium Selmer briefly discussed Kant's moral argument and I but mentioned it in passing.)

    While I like the approach you advocate, I do wonder whether you are right that most post-Kant discussions of religion/ethics have left the formal, logical, scientific approach behind?

    Anyone want to conduct a survey?

All the Best,

Jim Fahey

Well let's see.

Of course I'm thinking of schools, though, rather than individuals.  Analytic philosophers use language analysis which stresses the particular modalities of obligation.  Pragmatists such as Jamey, Dewey and Pierce have stressed the experiential and practice aspects of religious observance.  Existentialists such as Sartre either claim that God is DEAD or take a very internalist point of view ala Pascal or Kierkegard.  And then there's the Hegelian world spirit ....

All traditions such as positivism that consider themselves grounded in Kant's critique of metaphysics would completely reject the possibility of arguing simply from logical form....one cannot reach "existence" simply from forms of reasoning.

Even Descartes' clear and distinct ideas could not be mapped onto the world without the mediation of God as a benevolent creator and therefore depended heavily on the use of the ontological argument for the existence of God.

So "is" existence a predicate?

 I think that's the crux of the argument.

Sharon 

Hi Sharon & Others,

Natural theology in the United States, and in England and Australia, is today based largely on formal logic.  Natural theology, indeed, so the criticism goes, has become inaccessible to someone without extensive formal training in logic.  I could give example after example from the journal papers, but just to give one example related to my talk:  Godel's modal argument for God's existence has been very hot these past few years, as the best expression of Anselm's original idea, but expressed with the mathematical rigor of symbolic logic.  Kant's take on things has long been analyzed, and factored in.  None of the Godelian proofs use existence as a predicate.

Moreover, the contemporary versions of the moral argument and aesthetic argument each owe a debt to Kant, but are based on formal logic.

Ultimately, at least in the Christian tradition, because Christ and Paul (and others) based their arguments on logic (Romans is e.g. an exquisitely argued text, and Christ repeatedly affirmed the argument from prophecy), you will always see organizations like the Society of Christian Philosophers in large part based on the idea that God's existence, and the core doctrines of orthodox Christianity, can be substantiated using logic.

After all, we have no other way to reason carefully than to use logic! 

Likewise, we have no other way to do mathematics than to use logic.  E.g., we can't teach elementary algebra without making use of quantification, identity, and various relations over the real numbers.  These are just brute facts.  It is self-deception to reject them. 

Cheers,  //Selmer

Selmer, 

This hardly to the point. Of course we use logic to argue but are you claiming that formal arguments alone yield material truth? I associate Godel's theorems with demonstrations of the fact that no system can be both consistent and complete - but how exactly does that prove the "core doctrines" of Christianity and which core doctrines would those be? The virgin birth? The resurrection?

Pascal who was a very sincere believer (and mathematician as you well know) would have many problems with the notion that core doctrines such as these could be "proven" by formal proofs. He maintained that only revelation can affirm existential and historical truths of this kind. And indeed I agree.  I have the greatest respect for faith. And for experience. And for logic that doesn't pretend to generate material truth.

Best, Sharon

Hi Sharon,

I wasn't referring to Godel's incompleteness results.  I'm referring to Godel's modal argument for God existence.  Godel claimed (w/ Anselm, Descartes, Malcolm, Ross, Plantinga, etc.) that one could prove the existence of God by appeal to the structures of what we study today in modal logic.  

Pascal -- I'm a fan, of course.  However, Pascal gave many arguments for Christianity, leveraging his power of reasoning.  Pascal also directly experienced God, and that encounter (as I mentioned on the panel) was recounted in a document he kept sewn into his clothes until he died.

The doctrines of orthodox Christianity, sure, what's the problem with holding that they can be substantiated via logic?  Why would I believe something weighty if it wasn't supported by logic :)?

Yours,  //Selmer

Well, looks I've opened a Pandora's Box - or is it a Pandemic's Box?  

On Selmer's latest:

Sal, you claim

"My point is precisely that what we believe and what we claim to know is grounded in communities of practice."

I don't for the life of me know what the proposition here means. It's not sufficiently rigorous. What does it mean to say "that what we believe and what we claim to know is grounded in communities of practice"? This proposition is too vague to be taken seriously in the formal sciences (logic, math, technical philosophy). Perhaps it means only that if I claim that P is true, it's also true that I exist, and live in some community.  Well, we all know that.

If you try to make it precise, you will have to use the machinery of the formal sciences. No way out.

Sal says: Who gave you permission to co-opt my claim (a synoptic statement of an empirically and theoretically supported generalization in sociology and anthropology, and iconic as opposed to practical in the way for example that E=mc2 or F=ma are) into the realm of technical philosophy as judge and jury?  And where do you get the authority to tell me what I have to do with my claims?  Kafka said that logic is doubtlessly unshakeable but it can't withstand the person who wants to go on living; this is a nice insight into the general irrelevance of formal claims and barriers for working scientists and mathematicians.

Selmer says: If, once you make it more precise, you want to argue for it and defend it, you must use patterns of reasoning that aren't in the least grounded in social practice, etc. Otherwise, no one will believe you. They'll say, well, he's just using *his* patterns, not ours. The relativistic view you espouse has long been rejected in philosophy -- so you may need a panel without a technical philosopher or logician, unless you want a clear-cut refutation to be given to the audience. Believe me, the audience, if composed in good part of scientists and engineers, won't buy the relativistic view.

This is why your view is self-refuting. In fact, your view has long been thought to be self-refuting in formal logic and technical philosophy, and, with all due respect, is not therefore taken seriously therein.

Sal says: There are no relativists of the sort you and Jim have in mind in science studies contrary to the claims by critics who apparently don't think it is necessary to actually read what we say.  Barnes and Bloor, for example, define "relativism" as "disinterested inquiry."  Sound familiar? Disinterested inquiry is a classical definition of science. Not one critic has ever cited this.  All of us (Harry Collins, Karin Knorr-Cetina, myself, Barnes and Bloor etc.) align ourselves with the sciences and the methods of science.  Of course, our views of science have been modified by our anthropological studies of scientific practice.  But the claim that we are relativists is not supported by the published record. On the issue of self-refutation: this is a red-herring, and has more to do with the failure of the sociological imagination among philosophers than any logical or other form of lapse in the sociology of knowledge.  I defer to my colleague David Bloor here and his elegant demolition of this ill-conceived criticism (in Knowledge and Social Imagery).  

Selmer says: Were I allowed to be on any panel where such views are propounded, I would begin by laying out in more detail why these types of positions are self-refuting. I would like to be on such a panel, needless to say.

Sal says: If you applied your technical philosophy test rigorously to all of science and mathematics would anything at all be left of these practices?  And consider the problem with deciding whether the calculus, for example, passes your test.  Is the calculus good science, is it logically sound?  Well, when are we looking at it?  Historically, it goes through periods of rigorization, derigorization, rigorization and so on. Do we expel it from science and reject it as irrational or illogical during those periods when it is not as rigorous as it was in the past and will be in the future? And if formal logic isn't a product of our interactions with each other and our environs where does it come from?  Is it eternal, universal, immutable, conceived and practiced monolithically and homogeneously by logicians in all times and places?  

This obsession with logic and with drawing every claim and practice under its jurisdiction has an unsettling air of totalitarianism about it.  Or to be more charitable, it has the markings of the God trick.  If nothing else it should be noted that there are logicians who are much less authoritarian about the reach of their discipline.  If it is not your intention to set yourself up as the arbiter of the nature and limits of discourse across all fields of inquiry, you are certainly giving me the wrong impression.  

The philosopher of science Cliff Hooker demonstrated a long time ago that philosophies of science are worldviews and that they could only be reasonably compared by taking into account their various individual worldview components (e.g., theory of language, theory of action, etc.). This argument can be readily generalized to philosophies in general, to disciplines, etc.  That we would have to be more thorough if not more cultishly rigorous in our deliberations to achieve any closure seems transparent to me.  I don't see any evidence that anything could come of this dialogue that would change anyone's mind.  Why is that?  

I will try to stay in the loop in an effort to help clarify obvious misunderstandings about what my science studies colleagues and I actually stand for. The following is by way of an analogy between doing logic and doing proofs.  I'm not entirely satisfied with it, but it is suggestive of what sorts of moves I think are necessary to rid ourselves of Platonic and transcendental notions.  (Sociology and anthropology are indeed associated with the rejection of transcendental and imminent explanations beginning explicitly with Durkheim).  In order to say something more about communities of practice, consider the following, which I adapt from San Diego's Joe Goguen (who knows as much about logic and math and the sciences [including the social sciences] as anyone I know).  Selmer talks about formal logic as if is a "real  thing."

But the only things that can actually happen in the real world are logic events, or doing logic, which are actual experiences, each occurring at a particular time and place, and involving particular people, who have particular skills as members of an appropriate logical community.  Any object or process counts as "logical" if it effectively mediates a logic event, not forgetting that an appropriate social context, an appropriate interpreter, and an appropriate interpretation are also needed.  Then perhaps surprisingly, almost anything can be logical.  

Let’s see if it is possible for the philosophers to change their minds about relativism in science studies on the evidence before we continue. Let me add as I think about this that even Bruno Latour who has abandoned not only social construction but sociology already recanted on the relativism issue in Science and Action more than 20 years ago.

Cheers, Sal

Hmm, 

For the past two days I've been looking over interpretations of Godel's modal logic as it applies to the ontological argument (fascinating stuff!) and while I don't want to any further bog down our discussions by technical philosophical arguments I am NOT convinced that the problem of what constitutes "pure attribution" is resolved. If and when that problem is resolved it will entail agreement over the basic constituents of reality i.e.: closure on the highest theoretical levels of physics. I'm not expecting that to happen anytime too soon.

But for our purposes what would such closure have "proven" about the nature of the God that human beings actually worship? I suspect that for present purposes the object of study for the different disciplines (theology, history, sociology, anthropology, etc.) will not have been defined in the same way to begin with and the argument will involve concepts that are not equivalent. The God of the Philosophers may not be The God of Abraham after all. Like Sal, I am signing off for now.

Really enjoyed revisiting Anselm and Leibniz on the way to Godel!

Cheers, Sharon 

Hi Sal,

This is entirely evasive.  If you urge your hearers and readers to affirm some thesis that you argue for (and that is what you're doing), you will have to do two things:  set out your thesis with sufficient clarity, and provide an argument for it.  You cannot do these two things without using at least elementary logic.  It is impossible.  Moreover, unless your audience subscribes to this logic, you will never convince them that your thesis is true.  Now, in your own unfortunate case (and it's *very* unfortunate, because you have promoted these views for along time), your thesis includes that doing these two things under general subscription is impossible.  Ergo, your view is self-refuting.  If you wish, I can put this in the form of a formal proof that a machine proof checker can verify, and that a mathematician can verify as well.

Yours,  //Selmer

This illustrates perfectly the perspective I have been pointing to (not logically arguing for at this point).  Whatever "view" Selmer thinks he knows I have been promoting, arguing for, defending for a "long time" has been accepted by many scientists, social scientists, philosophers (though not so many of them!), and even mathematicians and logicians; it has also been thrashed at times.  So all we know at this point is that you're in the thrashing crowd and that there are multiple crowds (or, more technically, "communities of practice," "sub-cultures," or "thought collectives").  

Selmer: What exactly would you apply your formal proof to?  (I haven't given you anything in these emails designed to be the subject of a formal proof).  Even in mathematics itself precision is not always welcomed by all.  In 1900, at a milestone international congress, Poincare pointed out that earlier mathematicians had time and again claimed they had achieved absolute rigor and been deceived.  But now, he said, absolute rigor has been achieved. Apparently, it's been achieved again.  

You didn't answer any of the questions I posed, so here they are again.  I would appreciate it if you would reply to them in their numbered order so I can better appreciate the grounds you stand on:

1. Why are YOU setting the terms for argument, debate, and discussion in all fields of inquiry?  Where does this authority come from?  

2. How do you explain the cycles of rigor and non-rigor in the history of mathematics, and in particular, for one example I know well, in the history of the calculus?

3. You and Jim put me and my science studies colleagues in a relativist camp I say doesn't exist.  I gave you one example in which even where the relativist label was accepted, relativism was defined as science (Barnes and Bloor), and one example of explicit recantation (Latour).  I have written time and again that social construction does not imply or entail relativism.  On what grounds can you continue to insist that I am a relativist?

4. What do you make of the fact that the leading sites of theorem proving - SRI, the Boyer-Moore group at Austin, Argonne, and so on - have developed local "styles" of prover?  Or of the debates generated by the 1993 Jaffe-Quinn paper warning of threats to mathematical rigor (reminding us that this sort of thing didn't end with the Hilbert-Brouwer excluded middle debate)?  Or of Alan Robinson's progressive shift from formal proof to rigorous argument.  Doesn't this sort of thing suggest some cracks in the armor of formal proof?  And make no mistake here: I am not denigrating or otherwise criticizing formal proofs or logic. They have their place.  My problem is with the way you use logic to bludgeon your audiences ("Logic is irrefutable").

Just for your amusement and to give you a toy to use your formalisms on (although I recommend you read the book as whole and not judge it on this excerpt), here's what my colleague at Edinburgh Donald MacKenzie has to say in his book Mechanizing Proof: Computing, Risk, and Trust (MIT Press, 2001):  "The basis of a sociology of ordinary "rigorous-argument" mathematical proof is thus [the "thus" points to the empirical study Don carried out on this matter] that there is no abstract, context-free way of demarcating what constitutes a proof; that there is no higher criterion than the judgment of the adequacy of a putative proof by the members of the relevant specialist mathematical community; and that judgments can both vary at any given time and change through time."  That this must generalize to formal proofs is transparent to me.

Science is a process.  There must necessarily be stages in this process that are fuzzy in the extreme, and there may be times even after the science is well-established when rigor must be relaxed in order to move on to new horizons.  So even if I grant you the need for formal proofs of claims, or even the need to adhere to elementary logic (granted the contingencies I pointed to an earlier email, the requirement of overlapping contexts), the application of formal criteria cannot be justified at every point in the history of a science.  

Selmer: If you can't be bothered addressing the specific questions I've outlined above, I don't see any reason to continue this.  -Cheers, Sal

Hi Sharon, Selmer,

Two points:

1.  A "survey?"  Sharon is right that there is much work being done in Phil. of Rel. that does not emphasize the formal/logical/scientific.  Selmer is right that there is much work that does -- and more than Selmer, I would emphasize those philosophers engaged in "empirical metaphysics" e.g. R. Swinburne, P. Davies. ...

2.  Also it is clear that Sharon is right that Kant (and I would add Hume) would be unmoved by Godel's version of the ontological argument.  Godel assumes that "necessary existence" is a "positive property" and Kant would deny that any kind of existence is a property.  Similarly, those who follow Hume and hold that "whatever is may not be" deny the very coherence of the notion of "necessary existence."  As I pointed out in my presentation, this reliance on the notion of the "property of necessary existence" is the "great difficulty" for contemporary, "modalized" ontological arguments

All the Best,

Jim Fahey

Hi All,

    Glad I took the weekend off.  Two e-mails: This one on knowledge and the next on God.

Sal said:  

>>>There are no relativists of the sort you and Jim have in mind in science studies contrary to the claims by critics who apparently don't think it is necessary to actually read what we say.  Barnes and Bloor, for example, define ‘relativism’ as ‘disinterested inquiry.’  

Sound familiar? Disinterested inquiry is a classical definition of science. Not one critic has ever cited this.  All of us (Harry Collins, Karin Knorr-Cetina, myself, Barnes and Bloor etc.) align ourselves with the sciences and the methods of science.  Of course, our views of science have been modified by our anthropological studies of scientific practice.  But the claim that we are relativists is not supported by the published record.<<<

But I have read some "Bloor," "LaTour,"  "Woolgar," etc.  Bloor IS (at least sometimes) a relativist: <The sociologist is concerned with knowledge, ... Instead of defining it as true belief -- or perhaps, justified true belief -- knowledge for the sociologist is whatever people take to be knowledge. ... reserving the word 'knowledge' for what is collectively endorsed, ...> (Knowl. and Social Imagery, 2nd ed.)

    This is pure Protagoras and, given this, Selmer's refutation of such views is right on the mark.

    Sometimes, however, Bloor is a Rorty-style pragmatist who suggests that instead of adopting the notion of "truth as correspondence" we should ask "to what use the concept of truth is put and how the notion of correspondence functions in human practice. ... The indicator of truth that we actually use is that the theory works" (Ibid.)

    When Bloor takes this tack, it is more difficult for Selmer's argument to grab hold.  As I said in my previous e-mail, realists such as myself and Selmer believe that our "beliefs" really do "grab hold" of some independently existing reality and thus we owe an account of how this is possible.  If we can't do a better job of arguing for such a view, then Rorty-pragmatists remain unrefuted.

    So Sal you do have a way out, if you want it.

All the Best,

Jim Fahey 

This is getting annoying.  Latour and Woolgar (1979: 180) do not deny the existence of facts or of reality and dissociate themselves from naïve relativism.  Knorr-Cetina (1979: 369) does not deny the existence of an independent reality. Latour (1988: 26-27) famously writes that “the new sociologists of science are no more ‘relativistic’ than Einstein, and for the same reason.”  Bloor (1976: 141), in the book Jim says he has read writes “only proceed as the other sciences proceed and all will be well". 

His tenets of the strong program are designed "to embody the same values which are taken for granted in other scientific disciplines"  He concludes (160-161; all page references are to the second edition) by writing: "I am more than happy to see sociology resting on the same foundations and assumptions as other sciences....Really sociology has no choice but to rest on these foundations, nor any more appropriate model to adopt.  For that foundation is our culture.  Science is our form of knowledge." Harry Collins (1983: 165-67) says that his work is a defense of the authority of science, “the best institution for generating knowledge about the natural world that we have” and a defense of the ultimate (however uncertain and fallible) expertise of scientists.  Bloor has spent thirty years saying that relativism is opposed to absolutism NOT to realism.  We say we’re not relativists in your philosophical terms, you say we are – why, because we don’t KNOW we’re relativists?  We THINK we’re realists but we’re REALLY delusional and we’re in fact relativists?  The biggest problem here is that philosophers think that (and this is a delusion) sociology is transparently accessible to them and is in that sense different from, say, relativity theory and quantum mechanics which they actually had to study and study long and hard.  The scary thing is that if Jim and Selmer continue on the way my science war warriors from physics have in the past they will somehow see all this as proof that we ARE in fact relativists.  

The short cut to the references here for those of you who haven't done your homework is in my "Modern Science as a Social Problem", Social Problems (June 1988).  

Cheers, Sal

Sal, hi.  

I respond to your questions below.  But again, you have put forward a number of claims.  Let C be one of them.  To get anywhere, you need to produce at least an argument for C, and that argument has to be a valid one.  If for example you said that C is true because C is true, you would be laughed away because that is a logical fallacy (petitio principii). 

You cannot escape this.  You can write and write and cite names and books forever, but you will never change the brute fact that you are advancing at least one claim C, and need to produce a powerful argument for C. 

There is no way to judge the argument other than to turn to logic.  For example, if you say that C is the case because if A then C is, and A is the case, then you might be on to something.  Answers: 

>>> Selmer: What exactly would you apply your formal proof to?  (I haven't given you anything in these emails designed to be the subject of a formal proof). <<<

To your main thesis.  I quoted it from earlier emails.

>>> Even in mathematics itself precision is not always welcomed by all. In 1900, at a milestone international congress, Poincare pointed out that earlier mathematicians had time and again claimed they had achieved absolute rigor and been deceived.  But now, he said, absolute rigor has been achieved. Apparently, it's been achieved again.<<<

This is absurd.  You are completely misunderstanding Poincare's points. Absolute rigor has certainly been achieved for proofs like the following (from Aristotle's day):


All As are Bs.


All Bs are Cs.

Ergo:


All As are Cs.

>>> 1. Why are YOU setting the terms for argument, debate, and discussion in all fields of inquiry?  Where does this authority come from? <<<

I'm not setting any terms.  I'm just reporting a brute fact to you:  If you claim that P is true in the intellectual marketplace, and P is interesting or substantive, people will at the very least need to see an argument from you.  Moreover, the argument will need to be a rational one.  Logic is the science of rational argument and assent.

>>> 2. How do you explain the cycles of rigor and non-rigor in the history of mathematics, and in particular, for one example I know well, in the history of the calculus?<<<

I know the history of math inside and out.  I know of no such cycles. That's reading things into the domain that aren't there.  Once Frege arrived on the scene, coming on the heels of Boole, we had an answer to the Euclid-started question:  What is a proof?  The theorems that are most significant in the history of mathematics stand as unassailable rocks. Sure, when Cantor first opened the door to his paradise via diagnolization, some resisted, but the same always holds true for sophisticated reasoning.

>>> 3. You and Jim put me and my science studies colleagues in a relativist camp I say doesn't exist.  I gave you one example in which even where the relativist label was accepted, relativism was defined as science (Barnes and Bloor), and one example of explicit recantation (Latour).  I have written time and again that social construction does not imply or entail relativism.  On what grounds can you continue to  insist that I am a relativist?<<<

You have said, explicitly, that you reject the notion that there are formal structures, beyond any particular society, that rational argument and assent must abide by.  You have said, explicitly, that each society has it's own logic.  Sal, you are a relativist through and through.

>>> 4. What do you make of the fact that the leading sites of theorem proving - SRI, the Boyer-Moore group at Austin, Argonne, and so on - have developed local "styles" of prover?  Or of the debates generated by the 1993 Jaffe-Quinn paper warning of threats to mathematical rigor (reminding us that this sort of thing didn't end with the Hilbert-Brouwer excluded middle debate)?  Or of Alan Robinson's progressive shift from formal proof to rigorous argument.  Doesn't this sort of thing suggest some cracks in the armor of formal proof?
And make no mistake here: I am not denigrating or otherwise criticizing formal proofs or logic. They have their place.  My problem is with the way you use logic to bludgeon your audiences ("Logic is irrefutable"). <<<

Styles?  There are various formats for mechanical inference, e.g., resolution and natural deduction.  They are all equivalent, when you are talking about elementary logic (first-order logic, and below).  My lab has many, many provers; we use them all the time.  They all abide by the same formal structures and theorems.

>>> Just for your amusement and to give you a toy to use your formalisms on (although I recommend you read the book as whole and not judge it on this excerpt), here's what my colleague at Edinburgh Donald MacKenzie has to say in his book Mechanizing Proof: Computing, Risk, and Trust (MIT Press, 2001):

 "The basis of a sociology of ordinary "rigorous-argument" mathematical proof is thus [the "thus" points to the empirical study Don carried out on this matter] that there is no abstract, context-free way of demarcating what constitutes a proof; that there is no higher  criterion than the judgment of the adequacy of a putative proof by the members of the relevant specialist mathematical community; and that judgments can both vary at any given time and change through time."  

That this must generalize to formal proofs is transparent to me.<<<

This has no relevance to what we are talking about.  You are confusing background logic with particular logical systems, and recherche proofs. 

We have logical systems that are very bizarre, and are interesting mathematical objects in their own right.  But we study them and build them from the standpoint of background logic, which is unassailable.  DM is referring to proofs in some particular logical system, or at least some proof theory.  He isn't referring to background logic, which has universal rules like the syllogism I gave above.

>>> Science is a process.  There must necessarily be stages in this process that are fuzzy in the extreme, and there may be times even after the science is well-established when rigor must be relaxed in order to move on to new horizons.  So even if I grant you the need for formal proofs of claims, or even the need to adhere to elementary logic (granted the contingencies I pointed to an earlier email, the requirement of overlapping contexts), the application of formal criteria cannot be justified at every point in the history of a science. <<<

Here you are correct.  However, I hold religion to a much higher standard than science.  We know that current physics is false (it always has been in the past, and it's all inductive).  But natural theology doesn't work that way.  It's largely a deductive enterprise.

Cheers,  //Selmer

Hi Sal,

    I just went back and read a short selection from Latour's and Woolgar's <Laboratory Life: The Construction of Scientific Facts.>  I could list some quotes from this showing the anti-realist orientation of the authors but I think it is enough to point out that they call into question the standard realist view that we can coherently conceive of a world very much like ours but minus the "knowers."  Now I think I can coherently conceive of such a world and this suggests to me that the world is not socially constructed. 

It seems to me that along with Latour& Woolgar you disagree.

    Perhaps we are at an impasse.

All the Best,

Jim Fahey

I swore I wasn't going to say anything more but this is just too much (fun?) - Conceivability is not possibility where possibility is certainly a prerequisite of reality. The jump from conceivability to possibility was the weakness in Anselm's ontological argument and even the GOOD BISHOP BERKELEY would have a stroke over that one. 

Sharon

As I suspected, Selmer and I are in widely separated thought collectives and of course we're going to look at the history of the calculus and logics and see different histories.  And I don't understand why books and research and facts seem to be irrelevant to philosophers.  As a last word (really this is it) let me point out that virtually everything I have in print sets me on the side of critical realists who claim that while there are different thought styles, different logics, different sciences the fact is that some styles, some logics, and some sciences are better than others.

And as you can plainly see, for many of my colleagues science as we know it in our modern universities in the west is thought to be better than all of the other systems.   If I want to go the moon, I'm going on a rocket built by engineers who inhabit the world of Newtonian mechanics and what has followed from it, not one built by Peruvian curanderos.  When I cross the street I ALWAYS look both ways, and in fact my science is derived from a world in which if you don't look both ways you are likely to be hit by a vehicle.  How does this make me a relativist through-and-through?  Bloor has claimed all along that the core of these sorts of discussions is about relativism and absolutism, not relativism and realism.  I think this discussion has demonstrated that.  

Cheers, Sal 

Hi All,

I feel like I'm in way above my head here, but I have a very basic question along the lines of Selmer's comment on self-refutation. To the social scientists, you say that there are different logics, with none being universal/transcendental/etc. At least I think that is what you're saying.

Sal said, "To be logical is to be moral within a given community of practice." If that's what you're saying, do you believe it's true? I suspect so. Universally true, I suspect so as well--and that's fine, you're not saying there is no universal truth as far as I can tell. But, my question is how you came to know that piece of universal truth? You must have used some sort of inferential/logical system, right? Or is it self-evident or something? If you used some sort of inference/logic/etc., then the means by which you arrived at your position is only valid in this thought-collective.

So, perhaps in another thought-collective that uses a different logic, your position would able to be shown to be false?

So, if I'm understanding you, then if you're right, we only know you're right for this thought-collective. In general, we can't say. To put it another way, how can you use reasoning that's only valid here, to come to a conclusion that's valid everywhere? I mean, I guess you could deny the principle of the excluded middle or some such thing.

Anyway, thanks!

Blessings,

-Craig

Yes, you've seen the problem, Craig.  It's an age-old problem for any such view. 

 //Selmer

Hi Sharon,

    Of course you are right that my claim to coherently conceive something does not guarantee its possibility AND THIS IS A TENET OF REALISM -- there is a sharp line to be drawn between what is the case and how we know about it.  Nevertheless, "coherent conceivability" may be our best (epistemic) guide to (metaphysical) possibility.

All the Best,

Jim

For those of you who have heard about the science wars, the back and forth between Selmer and me reiterates that conflict.  On the basis of my experiences in some science wars episodes, I would say it is extremely unlikely that Bloor could change Selmer's mind on the self-refutation nonsense.  

Sal Restivo

This is an age-old problem for old-age philosophers.  Instead of doing philosophy by fiat, you could get up to date by ...  oh, wait, philosophers don't bother reading stuff that might help bring them up to date, so there's no point in my bringing up Bloor's refutation of self-refutation again is there? Same problem with my history of calculus versus Selmer's.  Of course this isn't MY history; I stand on the shoulders of historians of the calculus.  But since Selmer knows everything there is to know about this, I can't possibly be right.  Philosophy by fiat, philosophy by mantra, philosophy by reductionism, philosophy by arrogance.  If you have any questions about my claim (too complex to be reduced to a “C”; this happens, you know!) that most of philosophy is bankrupt, I urge you if you get a chance to view Selmer’s “demonstration” of free will which he offered in a recent lecture.  

The sociology of knowledge is a problem only for philosophers with their heads in the sand, philosophers who apparently believe that once they’ve identified a “problem,” the world stands still from that point onward. Philosophers of physics STUDY physics; philosophers don't think they have to STUDY sociology. To summarize the last week or so, allow me to paraphrase the mathematician Paul Gordan on Hilbert*, Das ist nicht Logik, Das ist Theologie. 

And so in this sense I am a relativist, a relativist who is not opposed to realism but to absolutism. 

*Gordan said: Das ist nicht Mathematik, Das ist Theologie. 

This discussion has been a sad but enlightening experience.  

Cheers, Sal

Hi Sal,

Philosophers of the formal sort, and logicians, fear the fallacy of appeal to authority, which runs as follows:


Thinker T says P.

Therefore:


P

Usually, in strict, rigorous debate, a mere reference to a thinker that says P carries no weight whatsoever -- in fact, it's usually unproductive, because unless you can produce a supporting argument for P, nothing is accomplished.  We can all cite thinkers who hold propositions we like, but the method is impotent.  (What good does it do for me to cite my friend Clark Glymour's history of logic and math, which supports my view of this history?  Wouldn't we have to analyze and evaluate Clark's arguments?)

My daily habit includes reading the Wall Street Journal, at least one paper in one of the 20 or so journals I regularly read (including Analysis, which lives by a creed that matches the method on which your general view is impaled), some argumentation from one or more of the pillars of orthodox Christianity (Pascal, at present), part of the biography I"m reading at the moment (Washington, at present), two or three technical papers in logic-based AI/Cog Sci.  Later in the day I read stuff relating to administrative matters.  At night, before sleep, I try to read, on my T3, the novel or play I'm currently engaged by.  However, I must say, this reading does very little to substantiate any argument for any proposition I might advance, in and of itself.  I have to produce the argument, and abide by the formal, trans-cultural standards of rational assent.

Yours,  

//Selmer

Amazon comment on Bringsjord's co-authored book on BRUTUS.

Selmer Bringsjord tells tall tales in the guise of logic, August 24, 2002

Reviewer: Unfortunately, Selmer Bringsjord is very able with the form of logic but not with its substance -- he "proves" false statements and "disproves" true ones. He applies his sophistry vigorously in the service of his anti-computational agenda. But it isn't just a matter of bad faith promotion of an ideology -- true incompetence is involved. Bringsjord is famous for denying a statement that followed from a statement he claimed to be agnostic about and yet not abandoning his agnosticism. When the contradiction was pointed out to him, he wrote a paper in which he "argued" that the claim of a contradiction was fallacious by offering a bogus "inference rule" that supposedly was required, and then showing that the "inference rule" that he himself offered was fallacious. Of course, that one should not hold that not Q and at the same time be agnostic about P, when it is known that P implies Q, is not something that any competent thinker would deny, let alone publish such a paper against, a paper that could be considered the defining example of a straw man argument.

Sal Restivo

In the wake of the debate, Restivo has drawn my attention to the following remarks by C. Wright Mills (Power, Politics, and People, 1963: 428ff.):

"Reasoning, as C.S. Pierce has indicated, involves deliberate approval of one's reasoning.  One operates logically (applies standardized critiques) upon propositions and arguments (his[her] own included) from the standpoint of a generalized other.  It is from this socially constituted viewpoint that one approves or disapproves of given arguments as logical or illogical, valid or invalid.”

"No individual can be logical unless there be agreement among the members of his universe of discourse as to the validity of some general conception of good reasoning…The ‘laws of logic’ impose a restriction upon assertion and argument. They are the rules we must follow if we would socialize our thought.  They are not arrived at intuitively, nor are they 'given' innate within the mind…the principles of logic are conventional without being arbitrary..."

EDITORS’ NOTE:

This issue of Facts & Artifacts represents two years of activity in the Science and Technology Studies Department at Rensselaer. Although this is not a comprehensive portrait of all the faculty and graduate accomplishments over the past two years, this issue does highlight some of the important work that is being produced in our department.


In the next issue, we hope to include news on more of the alumni, so those of you out there reading this, please write to us and let us know what you are up to.


Special thanks go out to Jill Fisher for all her hard work and formatting that we used to continue the newsletter. Also,  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1thanks to all who contributed to this issue.  Please contact us with additions, corrections, and/or comments, and we will be sure to include them in the next issue of Facts & Artifacts.

Rachel Dowty [dowtyr@rpi.edu]

Matt Francisco [francm@rpi.edu]

Selma Sabanovic [sabans@rpi.edu]
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