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     	 How Many Epistemologies Should Guide the Production of Scientific Knowledge? A Response to Maffie, Mendieta, and Wylie
 
	 Sandra Harding (bio)
 

 
 
 
  I thank James Maffie, Eduardo Mendieta, and Alison Wylie for their thoughtful comments on Science and Social Inequality: Feminist and Postcolonial Issues (SSI). I appreciate their care in thinking through the ways that I engage with what I take to be some of the most difficult issues confronting philosophies of science at this moment in history. I am deeply honored by their generous assessments of my attempts usefully to engage with such challenges.
 To set this book in the context of my earlier work, since the early 1990s, I have tried to stage encounters about the sciences and their philosophies between, on the one hand, progressive social and intellectual movements in the West, such as feminisms and the social studies of science, and, on the other hand, similarly progressive movements in or focused on the third world, including feminist ones. (Of course, just what should count as socially and politically progressive is a persistent site of contention in such encounters.) I have edited and coedited several collections (Harding 1993; Harding and Narayan 2000; Figueroa and Harding 2003) and written one earlier book (Harding 1998) and a number of essays on such topics. Just published is a book bringing such encounters to bear in an interrogation of the persistent but problematic contrast between modernity and tradition (Harding 2008). The book under discussion here redirects feminist and postcolonial concerns to consider philosophic issues that remain puzzling at least to people thinking within Western philosophic and scientific legacies. Postcolonial and feminist science and technology studies seem to produce puzzles that are not solvable—and sometimes not even [End Page 212] comprehensible—within such legacies. The comments by Maffie, Mendieta and Wylie focus on just these issues.
 Here, I take up several of their concerns to articulate what could be desirable normative epistemological standards for the sciences and for science studies in the face of, on the one hand, widespread skepticism about the conventional Western insistence that only transcultural values and practices can ground such standards and, on the other hand, the kind of epistemic paranoia generated by the “science wars” to which Wylie refers. With the epistemological core of modern sciences seemingly hollowed out, we can appear to have either no epistemological standards left or equivalently, as one set of sociologists of science has put the point, a crowd of incommensurable heterogeneous ones:
  The co-evolutionary changes [of science and society] . . . have made it necessary not only to re-conceptualize the reliability of knowledge but also to question its epistemological foundations. Our contention . . . is that the epistemological core is empty— or, alternatively and perhaps more accurately, crowded and heterogeneous. That irreducible core of cognitive values and social practices, which once enabled good science to be distinguished from bad science . . . has been both invaded—by forces once defined as extra-scientific—and dispersed, or distributed, across more, and more heterogeneous, knowledge environments.
 (Nowotny, Scott, and Gibbons 2001, 178)1
 
 In the contemporary epistemic landscape indicated here, are “none” and “many” the only reasonable answers to the question of how many epistemologies should guide the production of scientific knowledge? Many observers have thought a third kind of standard—some form of “weak universalism”—is possible and desirable. They have tried to identify some kind of universally acceptable normative principle both broader and weaker than the conventional that which could guide sciences and especially help resolve conflicts between the competing claims of sciences. These theorists, including me, have rejected the possibility that the epistemic core is empty just because its conventional contents are no longer defensible. Yet we have also rejected the implication of Helga Nowotny, Peter Scott, and Michael Gibbons, for example, that there are no reasonable, defensible principles to lead one through epistemic heterogeneity (let alone that can recognize such heterogeneity as a positive cognitive value).
  Weak Universalism?
 Maffie’s challenge to my use of the terms science and empirical draws attention to the difficulty of identifying even a single but weak transcendental set of epistemological values and practices that could actually guide scientific research. [End Page 213] Empiricism, in the sense of being...
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