
LETTERS 

The Science Wars Continue, with 
Debate on 'Fashionable Nonsense' 

I n his review of our book Fashion­
able Nonsense1 in your April issue 

(page 70), N. David Mermin acknow­
ledges that the passages we quoted 
from Jacques Lacan, Julia Kristeva, 
Luce Irigaray, and others-in which 
highly abstruse concepts from mathe­
matics and physics are invoked with­
out any apparent rhyme or reason­
"sound like irredeemable rubbish to 
one who has learned to use in the 
original contexts the technical terms 
they employ." But then Mermin takes 
us to task for having failed (according 
to him) to consider the possibility 
that the authors may have assigned 
to those words meanings different 
from the standard scientific ones. 

In fact, we did search in and 
around the cited texts for plausible 
"hidden" or "alternative" meanings, 
but we were simply unable to find 
any. (By contrast, our files contain 
numerous similar quotes that we de­
cided to exclude from the book be­
cause, by some stretch of the imagina­
tion and with one of us playing devil's 
advocate, some conceivable semblance 
of possible meaning could be found in 
them.) Besides, it would be a remark­
able coincidence if a phrase such as 
"axiom of choice," "generalized contin­
uum hypothesis," or "complete set of 
commuting observables" suddenly ac­
quired in philosophy or the social sci­
ences a meaning different from the 
standard mathematical one. Finally, 
as Jacques Bouveresse, a professor of 
philosophy in the College of France, 
points out, "One should not invert the 
burden of proof. It was up to the con­
tested authors, in the first instance, 
to show that they succeeded in giving 
a comprehensible meaning to the ex­
pressions they used-not to their read­
ers to pull out their hair in order to 
discover or invent one." Bouveresse 
further observes that, in all the de­
bates since the publication of our 
book, "even the people who most vio­
lently protested against the book's con-
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elusions rarely took the risk of defend­
ing explicitly one or another of the 
passages under discussion" by propos­
ing a plausible alternative meaning.2 

Mermin makes no such effort 
either, except in one case: Irigaray's 
claim that the symbol + in mathemati­
cal logic denotes the "definition of a 
new term." Without entering into the 
merits of Mermin's rather strained 
reading, let us stress that this item 
was a detail of minuscule importance 
(we included the footnote in part be­
cause we knew that scientists reading 
our book might otherwise have 
pointed out this mistake to us). And 
by singling out this one example to 
the exclusion of all others, Mermin 
gives a grossly misleading impression 
of the kind of verbiage that we were 
criticizing. Here is a more typical ex­
ample, taken from the very same Iri­
garay passage: "According to the se­
mantics of incomplete beings (Frege), 
functional symbols are variables 
found at the boundary of the identity 
of syntactic forms and the dominant 
role is given to the universality sym­
bol or universal quantifier." 3 

This kind of language raises two is­
sues. The first, which Mermin never 
seems to consider, is: What are the in­
tended readers of this text-who obvi­
ously are not mathematicians or logi­
cians-supposed to make of it, apart 
from being impressed? Second, in the 
same passage,3 Irigaray opposes quan­
tifiers ("there exists," "for all") to what 
she calls "qualifiers," apparently not re­
alizing that quantifiers in logic have 
nothing to do with the opposition be­
tween quantity and quality; moreover, 
in her attempt to expose the sexist 
bias in pure mathematics, she claims 
that the universal quantifier ("for 
all") exercises a "dominant role" over 
the existential one ("there exists"), 
whereas in reality their roles in logic 
are completely symmetrical. All this 
makes us strongly doubt that Iri­
garay herself understands what she 
is talking about. 

Mermin concludes by asserting­
without, however, providing any em­
pirical evidence-that "instead of nar­
rowing an unfortunate breach be­
tween two scholarly communities, this 
book will broaden it." Even if that 
were true, it would be irrelevant to 
the evaluation of our arguments; we 
wrote our book as intellectual com-_. 
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mentary, not as group therapy for the 
professoriate. But above all, it seems 
to us that communities of scholars 
are brought together by serious and 
well-informed discussion of issues of 
common interest--for example, con­
cerning the philosophy of science or 
the social effects of science and tech­
nology-and not by displays of false 
erudition. 

It is especially ironic that rather 
negative reactions to our book have 
appeared in some scientific journals 
and magazines (PHYSICS TODAY is not 
the only example), while very favor­
able reviews have appeared in some 
nonscientific ones. Where Mermin ac­
cuses us of widening the gap between 
scientists and humanists, Bouveresse 
praises our effort to denounce pseudo­
scholarship in the humanities and draws 
attention to one enormous gulf of mis­
understanding between the "two cul­
tures": Whereas our background as 
scientists should allow us to under­
stand the technical concepts invoked 
by Lacan and others, were they to 
make any sense, we face people who, 
without having any scientific compe­
tence, "nevertheless claim that what 
they do not understand may actually 
very well be understood." 2 These com­
ments, and many similar ones coming 
from the nonscience side, indicate that 
our exposure of nonsense is not re­
garded there as totally useless or funda­
mentally unfair, and that not all people 
in the humanities consider us, as Mer­
min fears, "every bit as naive, simple­
minded, self-important and ridiculous" 
as our "victllns." 
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With many of my colleagues in 
physics, and in the humanities 

as well, I have been saddened by the 
"science wars" that were rudely 
brought under public scrutiny by the 

publication of Alan Sokal's hoax in 
the spring/summer 1996 issue of 
Social Text and that now seem to 
have permeated much of academia. 
N. David Mermin's review of the new 
Sokal!Bricmont book raises the issue 
again of whether the use of scientific 
language in nonscientific inquiry, 
where it appears to have no rational 
context and serve no discernible pur­
pose, may yet be part of a meaningful 
dialogue-albeit one that is essen­
tially opaque to precisely those aca­
demics (scientists) who might conceiv­
ably understand the turgid prose. 

My feeling on this matter is some­
what at odds with Mermin's. He 
would give the widest latitude to the 
postmodernists in their conscripting 
of scientific jargon. The onus would 
appear then to fall on Sokal and 
Bricmont and their like-minded col­
leagues (among whom, for that mat­
ter, I would almost certainly include 
Mermin) to do more than, as it were, 
shoot fish in a barrel. Mermin's point, 
as I understand it, is that it is an es­
sentially trivial exercise to fault the 
writers in question on the mere face 
of their prose, however much they 
may constitute a veritable pantheon 
of postmodernist thought. The real 
job that needs to be undertaken, and 
the one he claims was neglected by 
Sokal and Bricmont, is to answer the 
question, "To what extent has the 
broader setting from which the ex­
cerpts have been extracted [by Sokal 
and Bricmont] loosened or shifted the 
conventional meaning of the technical 
terms?" Now that is a tall order in­
deed, and it's really a bit much to 
ask theoretical physicists Sokal and 
Bricmont to take on the task of tidy­
ing up the language in another field, 
and exploring in detail how appar­
ently meaningless prose is really a se­
rious extension of our conventional sci­
entific vocabulary. In fact, Sokal and 
Bricmont are careful to explain, in 
their preface to the English-language 
version of the original French edition, 
exactly the task they set themselves. 
Moreover, as the book demonstrates, 
they have admirably carried out that 
task (sometimes to exhaustion). As 
for the larger task proposed by Mer­
min, that might well be left to stur­
dier souls. 

Following the appearance of 
Sokal's Social Text article and the furi­
ous rebuttals that immediately en­
sued, Edward Rothstein commented 
in the 26 May 1996 issue of the New 
York Times that what was on exhibit 
was nothing less than a severe case 
of science envy. And three years later, 
there is surely a strong component of 
that in the ongoing debate. Nonethe­
less, there also remains a real need 
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for serious study of science and its 
methods, its funding, its politics (yes, 
politics!), and even its sociology. How­
ever, for that endeavor to proceed use­
fully, it is essential that we get past 
the awful prose and meaningless 
pseudoscience-and outright anti­
science-that currently suffuse too 
much academic writing. As Mermin 
suggested in his review, what is 
needed most here is a narrowing of 
an "unfortunate breach between two 
scholarly communities." 

SIMON C. Moss 
(smoss@uh.edu) 

University of Houston 
Houston, Texas 

As a mathematician with a keen 
interest in the social sciences 

and the humanities, I was appalled 
by the arrogant contempt toward 
these disciplines displayed by physi­
cist N. David Mermin. 

Mermin openly admits with com­
mendable honesty that he does not be­
lieve in the possibility "that the for­
mal languages of contemporary phys­
ics and mathematics may fruitfully be 
employed in disciplines far from those 
for which they were originally devel­
oped." But he goes much further, and 
alleges that "Alan Sokal and Jean 
Bricmont share my prejudice that 
such efforts are futile." 

For someone like me-who be­
lieves this particular "prejudice" to be 
utterly groundless, as well as a deplor­
able manifestation of the inability by 
some practitioners of the "superior" 
exact sciences to appreciate and re­
spect the intellectual achievements of 
those other areas that they tend to 
look down on-to attribute such an 
unfair view of the humanities to an 
individual is a very serious charge 
that carries (to use Mermin's own 
phrase) "a scholarly and, indeed, a 
moral obligation to make a serious ef­
fort to come to terms with the offend­
ing texts." I have enough confidence 
in Mermin's power of introspection to 
be willing to take at face value his ac­
knowledgment of his own guilt. How­
ever, when he attributes a similar 
view to Sokal and Bricmont, he cer­
tainly fails to fulfill his own "moral 
obligation" to substantiate such an 
improbable charge. What is more, I 
have read the Sokal!Bricmont book 
rather carefully and have found noth­
ing to suggest that the authors share 
Merrnin's view, but much to indicate 
that they do not. 

Near the end of his review, Mer­
min writes that for "those who take 
seriously the nontechnical writings of 
the authors under attack here," it 
will be easy "to read Sokal and Brie-

mont as every bit as naive, simple­
minded, self-important and ridiculous 
as their victims will surely appear 
to most readers of PHYSICS TODAY." 
From this assertion, he draws the 
conclusion that "instead of narrowing 
an unfortunate breach between two 
scholarly communities, this book 
will broaden it." 

For this conclusion to follow, one 
would have to believe that "those 
who take seriously the nontechnical 
writings of' authors such as Jacques 
Lacan, Julia Kristeva, or Bruno La­
tour are truly representative of the 
scholarly communities of psycholo­
gists, literary critics, and philoso­
phers. Such a belief is as ludicrous as 
if one were to claim that those physi­
cists who criticize the alleged discover­
ies of Jacques Benveniste on the mem­
ory of water and the way they are 
supposed to lend support to homeopa­
thy, or the medical uses of quantum 
mechanics by Deepak Chopra and the 
Christian Scientists, are actually help­
ing to broaden the gap between the 
physics community and the medical 
community, because somehow the 
medical community endorses the view 
of Benveniste and company and is un­
sympathetic to outsiders who dare to 
criticize them. 

When physicists criticize Latour or 
Jacques Derrida, they are not criticiz­
ing the whole community of philoso­
phers, nor even the much smaller 
and highly eccentric community of 
French philosophers. After all, most 
philosophers worldwide, including 
serious French philosophers such as 
Jacques Bouveresse, agree with such 
criticism. When Sokal and Bricmont 
criticize the psychoanalyst Lacan, 
some individuals who take Lacan 
seriously may well be offended, but 
the community of psychologists will 
not be. Most psychologists are not 
psychoanalysts, and most psycho­
analysts are not Lacanians. 

It is not because of the truth tell­
ing by Sokal and Bricmont that the 
breach between our two communities 
is going to be broadened, but rather 
as a result of the implicit suggestions 
made by physicists like Mermin that 
the ideas of Lacan are taken seri­
ously by a substantial part of the com­
munity of psychologists, or that La­
tour's theorizing on relativity is repre­
sentative of the intellectual quality of 
most philosophical work. I am sure 
that most members of the social sci­
ences and humanities communities 
will be delighted that physicists such 
as Sokal and Bricmont share their 
concern for intellectual integrity and 
are willing to get involved and help 

continued on page 120 
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L ETTERS (continued from page 15) 

those who strive for the highest stand­
ards of scholarship. 

HECTOR J . SUSSMANN 
(sussmann®hilbert. rutgers.edu) 

Rutgers University (Busch campus) 
Piscataway, New J ersey 

I n his review, David Mermin makes 
an excellent point: Sokal and Eric­

mont cannot persuade by merely 
launching "a barrage of jocular decla­
rations" against those postmodern in­
tellectuals whom they view as publish­
ing nonsense. They must also de­
scribe the postmodern intellectual's 
dictionary and show that even when 
viewed in the appropriate context the 
cited material remains nonsense. 

While I agree completely with Mer­
min's comments, it does seem to me 
that the very publication in Social 
Thxt of Sakal's nonsensical paper an­
swers, to some extent, Mermin's criti­
cism: Why did Sokal- ignorant of the 
postmodern dictionary-succeed in 
publishing his hoax? Only, I suspect, 
because his targets regularly publish 
rubbish. 

DAN T. ABELL 
(dabell@bnl.gov) 

Brookhaven National Laboratory 
Upton, New York 

N. David Mermin misses the 
strength of the authors' argu­

ment. Every scholar has an obligation 
to present the details of his methods 
and sources so that his work can be 
independently evaluated. If the post­
modernists are actually giving new 
meanings to the familiar technical 
terms they use, and new technical 
meanings to everyday words and 
phrases, as Mermin suggests in their 
defense, then they must fully describe 
and explain their new vocabularies 
for their readers. Their failure to do 
so would be irresponsible, and reason 
enough for them to forfeit their right 
to be taken seriously. 

The Sokal/Bricmont argument is 
actually stronger than this. Alan 
Sokal's famous hoax did more than 
make the postmodernists a laughing­
stock. It also performed a 'lUring-like 
test to decide whether there is intel­
lectual substance behind their impene­
trable prose-and found that there is 
not. Unfortunately, it will be impossi­
ble to repeat this experiment because 
postmodernist journals are now suspi­
cious of submissions from outsiders. 

The only reasonable conclusion is 
that postmodernism is nothing more 
than a scheme to obtain cushy univer­
sity jobs for its practitioners, and that 
raises a serious question: Why haven't 
university departments in the hwnani-

ties and social sciences been able to 
recognize this scheme for the trans­
parent scam it is? Don't they have a 
nose for cowpatties at all? And, if not, 
can we trust anything they do? 

J ONATHAN KATZ 
katz@wuphys.wustl.edu) 

Washington University 
S t. Louis, Missouri 

M ERMIN REPLIES: The general 
characterizations in my review 

("irredeemable rubbish," "manifest 
nonsense on an almost lunatic scale") 
indicate how the passages cited in 
Fashionable Nonsense struck me, and 
I believe this is how they are likely to 
strike most physicists and mathemati­
cians who read them as physics or 
mathematics. My inclusion of a less 
bizarre specimen, which J ean Eric­
mont and Alan Sokal (B&S) find 
grossly misleading, was to illustrate 
why I thought readers without such 
technical expertise might find some of 
B&S's more accessible jibes superfi­
cial when directed at specimens that 
use a vocabulary comprehensible to a 
lay person. 

I criticized B&S's book not because 
1 believe there is sense to be found in 
the passages they cite, but because I 
suspect that their style of argumenta­
tion will be ineffective in convincing 
readers who admire the broader writ­
ings of the targeted authors that 
those authors produce "cowpatties" 
(as Jonathan Katz puts it) when they 
turn their attention to physical sci­
ence and mathematics. It's hard to 
persuade people to trust your judg­
ment on highly technical examples, if 
your treatment of some simpler cases 
raises doubts. 

The example in B&S's letter is 
similarly flawed. You and I and (I 
make bold to guess) B&S may all sus­
pect that a "dominant role" in "the se­
mantics of incomplete beings" is an­
other cowpatty, but it would appear 
to be central to whatever point Luce 
Irigary is trying to make about quan­
tifiers. Who is going to be persuaded 
that Irigaray doesn't understand 
what she is talking about, by a re­
mark about the completely symmetri­
cal role of existential and universal 
quantifiers in formal logic, in the ab­
sence of even a nod to those incom­
plete beings? 

It's not surprising that many hu­
manists who were appalled by post­
modernism long before its scope ex­
panded to include technical matters 
should give B&S a sympathetic read­
ing. But although Hector Sussmann 
does not know any and clearly finds 
them hard to imagine, there are schol­
ars of intelligence and good faith who 
do take seriously what many of B&S's 
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cited authors have to say in their 
own fields. Such scholars will want 
evidence that B&S have made a seri­
ous effort to learn their rather arcane 
language, before accepting B&S's 
claim that it fails disastrously when 
applied to physics or mathematics. 
No such evidence is to be found in 
Fashionable Nonsense. You don't have 
to be a fan of Irigaray, Jacques La­
can, or Bruno Latour to find B&S's 
level of argumentation ineffective. 

Of course, if you believe with Katz 
that the whole postmodernist thing is 
just a scam, or with Sussmann that 
only cranks and crackpots take post­
modernists seriously, or with B&S 
that postmodernists are cynically en­
gaged in "displays of false erudition," 
then there is no point in trying to 
make a more effective case, because 
there is nobody on the other side 
worth persuading or capable of being 
persuaded. I don't believe that, and 
even those who do might give a little 
thought to those in the middle who 
are wondering whether anybody in 
either camp knows how to put to­
gether an argument. 

DAVID MERMIN 
Cornell University 
Ithaca, N ew York 

Canada Lacks Science 
Equipment, Funding 

According to your May issue 
(page 60), the decision to build 

the Canadian Light Source (CLS) will 
cause Canada to '1ose the dubious dis­
tinction of being the only Group of 
Seven (G-7) country without its own 
synchrotron light facility." Canada 
still holds another such dubious dis­
tinction, that of being the only G-7 
country without a fusion research pro­
gram. It's also poor in several other 
classes of scientific equipment, its sci­
entists are paid less than those of 
any other G-7 country, and its annual 
science budget is only about one-quar­
ter of that of the UK or France, de­
spite having a comparable per capita 
income and half the population of 
either of them. And contrary to the 
situation in other nations, but as ex­
emplified by the case of the private 
funding for the CLS, the bizarre new 
policy of the Canadian government is 
to pay only a fraction of the cost of fa­
cilities, thereby forcing the country's 
scientists to try to put together com­
plicated financing schemes involving 
provincial and local authorities and 
private business. 

BERNARD TERREAULT 
(terreau@inrs-ener.uquebec.ca) 

University of Quebec 
Varennes, Quebec, Canada 

More on Approaches 
To Teaching Physics 

I n their article "Teaching Physics: 
Figuring Out What Works" (PHYS­

ICS TODAY, January, page 24), Edward 
Redish and Richard Steinberg redis­
cover two principles well established 
at least a decade ago that physicists 
seem to have ignored. The first , as 
demonstrated in a 1989 videotape 
made by Matthew Schneps, is that 
presuppositions are tenacious and sub­
vert learning science.1 The second, as 
demonstrated in a 1959 book written 
by M. L. J. Abercrombie, is that what 
Redish and Steinberg call "interactive 
engagement classes" undermine pre­
suppositions.2 Abercrombie also told 
us something that Redish and Stein­
berg do not: how the second principle 
attacks the first principle. 
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Brooklyn College 
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REDISH AND STEINBERG REPLY: We 
certainly agree that many of the 

principles that underlie our philoso­
phy have roots deep in history, from 
Socrates to John Dewey. Unfortu­
nately, these ideas have had little im­
pact on college physics instruction. 
Even if one knows the principles 
stated by Kenneth Bruffee, one may 
still be hard pressed to create interac­
tive engagement activities that suc­
cessfully deal with student "presuppo­
sitions." (For example, contrast the 
positive Workshop Physics results pre­
sented in our PHYSICS TODAY article 
with the disappointing Studio Physics 
results reported by Karen Cummings 
and coworkers.1) 

Reference 
1. K. Cummings et al. , Phys. Ed. Res. 

Suppl. 1 to Am. J. Phys. 67, 838 (1999). 
EDWARD F. REDISH 

(redish@physics. umd.edu) 
University of Maryland, College Park 

RICHARD N. STEINBERG 
(rstein@scisun.sci.ccny.cuny.edu) 

City College of N ew York 
New York, N ew York • 

122 OCTOBER 1999 PHYSICS TODAY 




