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a b s t r a c t

The paper argues that Helen Longino’s pluralism implies circularity as it claims a preferably high number
of qualified contributions to any scientific discussion that aims for objectivity, but does not regard the
question who or what sets and employs the standards that rule the decision who is qualified to contribute
and who is not. Therefore, objectivity is premised for a process that is to generate that very objectivity.
Philip Kitcher’s ideal of democratization of science seems only to bypass the problem by introducing ideal
deliberators tutored by appropriate experts, as for the implementation of this ideal the deliberators and
experts, again, would have to be appointed by someone. However, Kitcher’s approach is based on a
Rawlsian egalitarism and in this sense calls for political intrusion which could be based on case-by-case
decisions. This offers a solution. I will illuminate the problem by some examples from climatology and
demonstrate how Kitcher’s approach can help to tackle the problem by a final case study of pluralism
in the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.
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1. An Introduction on Pluralism in General

During the last two decades, philosophers of science Helen
Longino and Philip Kitcher both worked out the chances of finding
a ‘‘third way’’ to overcome the fact-value-dichotomy by combining
non-epistemic and epistemic requirements in order to fulfill both
moral and social as well as epistemological requirements. Between
1993 and 2002, they led a lively debate on this in which Kitcher
(being a strong realist at the beginning) made large concessions
to Longino’s pluralistic arguments. Their agreement will be illumi-
nated below by exposing some conceptual parallels in their latest
arguments. Before I start with Longino’s conception of pluralism,
some general notes on pluralism seem useful for conceptual
clarity.

Pluralism can concern diverse areas of science: There might be a
plurality of theoretical approaches for solving a problem or under-
standing a research object; a plurality of methodological proce-
dures; a plurality of people who assess a phenomenon from
different perspectives and, hence, illuminate different aspects; a
plurality of people who have different value concepts which can
also cause different theoretical or methodological approaches
(Kellert, Longino, & Waters, 2006). All these kinds of pluralism

may possibly emerge, they can also forward each other and, more-
over, can be specifically demanded. But why?

One reason why people argue for pluralism is that scientific
progress mostly flourishes when many different approaches are
engaged. A problem, they say, is solved faster if people look for a
solution from diverse angles and by using different theoretical or
methodological approaches. This argument, however, sets some
presuppositions which make it quite controversial. They are to be
discussed somewhere else. In this paper, I will concentrate on an-
other reason why pluralism is possibly the better way.

This second reason is less controversial but by no means less
important. It says, roughly speaking, that different perspectives
can make epistemological biases (based on individual preferences)
visible and hence eliminable in order to reach objectivity. It is as-
sumed that contextual values influence the perception and inter-
pretation of individual scientists without being recognized due to
the underdetermination of theories.

A scientist, looking for an apt theory based on empirical data,
has to decide somehow to accept certain hypotheses at a particular
degree of probability, and this decision might be based not only on
epistemic considerations (is this theory simple, fruitful, consistent
etc.?) but also—consciously or not—on non-epistemic preferences

0039-3681/$ - see front matter � 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
doi:10.1016/j.shpsa.2011.12.030

E-mail address: anna.leuschner@uni-bielefeld.de

Studies in History and Philosophy of Science 43 (2012) 191–198

Contents lists available at SciVerse ScienceDirect

Studies in History and Philosophy of Science

journal homepage: www.elsevier .com/ locate/shpsa



Author's personal copy

(is this theory compatible with my personal preferences?). There-
fore, value judgments are inevitably embedded in the practice of
science. Richard Rudner put this in a nutshell:

[A]ny adequate analysis or (if I may use the term) rational
reconstruction of the method of science must comprise the
statement that the scientist qua scientist accepts or rejects
hypotheses; and further that an analysis of that statement
would reveal it to entail that the scientist qua scientist makes
value judgments. (Rudner, 1953, p. 4)1

Such value influence may happen in disguise, implicitly, tacitly, or,
as Longino names it, via background assumptions (this will be
pointed out in more detail below).

In the present paper, I will concentrate on this second reason for
pluralism which Longino has been arguing for and which I also
consider as fruitful. Yet I will expound a problem in Longino’s ac-
count that emerges from the central notion any pluralistic ap-
proach addresses: the notion of objectivity. This will rise the
serious question how Longino’s ideal can actually be employed.

2. Helen Longino’s Pluralism

Longino works out a new feminist approach in the 1990s that
gives us a new notion of objectivity. She recognized that science
was often ‘‘thought to provide us with a view of the world that is
objective in two seemingly quite different senses of that term’’
(1990, p. 62):

(1) Objective scientific knowledge (which means ‘‘true belief’’ in
a realistic sense2), which is produced iff

(2) the scientists’ procedures and methods are objective (which
means ‘‘unbiased’’ in a Baconian sense).

However, according to Longino, it is not possible to exclude non-
epistemic values from scientific reasoning and decisions because
of underdetermination, and even if it were possible, some scien-
tists might just not do it, consciously or not. Moreover, epistemic
and non-epistemic values are often not even distinguishable, since
non-epistemic values find entrance into scientific reasoning and
decisions via ‘‘background assumptions’’ which are influenced by
our social, political and ethical value commitments. Such back-
ground assumptions cannot simply be excluded by evidence.
Hence, scientific objectivity in the sense of (2) cannot be reached,
and, therefore, nor can (1) be warranted. What is needed, according
to this, is a new concept of objectivity that is not identified with
truth any longer.

Longino agrees with standpoint feminism that all hitherto exist-
ing scientific programs have been androcentric. She further agrees
that only non-androcentric perspectives can criticize and improve
them. For example, Sandra Harding (1991) argues that only hith-
erto repressed perspectives are able to criticize the established
epistemological results. Since scientific research has been andro-
centric so far, only feminism can help to sort out implicit biases.
In contrast, Longino (2002, pp. 164–165) does not agree with this
conclusion of Harding’s, namely that androcentric programs

should be replaced by feminist ones, but argues that traditional
perspectives should be supplemented by feminist perspectives:

To seek a unified, if different, knowledge of the natural and
social worlds is to seek power of the sort we reject when
exerted over ourselves. The goals driving the search for such
knowledge are unworthy of an emancipatory politics. (Longino,
1990, p. 213)

As an alternative solution, Longino proposes an elaborated pluralis-
tic approach. Her idea, strongly influenced by Mill’s thoughts on the
freedom of speech, is as simple as innovative: In contrast to hitherto
existing feminist approaches, Longino in principle considers social
differences as epistemological resources rather than obstacles that
have to be overcome. For her, any exclusion of qualified contribu-
tions makes ‘‘not only a social injustice but a cognitive failing.’’
(2002, p. 132) To make background assumptions visible, theories
must be exposed to a range of criticism as broad as possible. Only
a diversity of perspectives can ensure objectivity, and, therefore,
reliable knowledge.

For example, one of Germany’s leading climatologists, Hans Joa-
chim Schellnhuber, declared in an interview that he never does
demonstrate, is not a member of the Green party, loves meat and
drives a BMW (Schellnhuber, 2010). At first glance, this might
seem odd because Schellnhuber points to his personal preferences
to appear trustworthy as a scientist which could be considered as
paradox since he obviously wants to argue for value neutrality of
his work by invoking certain values. But Schellnhuber’s statement
must be seen as a desperate reaction to the climate skeptics’ stan-
dard argument, an argumentum ad hominem, which claims,
roughly speaking, that global warming ‘‘is a device used by Birken-
stock-wearing, tree-hugging, business-hating, liberal intellectuals
for advancing their political aims.’’ (Kitcher, 2010, p. 1233)3

Schellnhuber’s claim is thus rather to be interpreted in Longi-
no’s sense: The influence of values in scientific reasoning can be
exposed when as many scientists as possible are invited to repro-
duce, understand and approve the data, theories and decisions of
their colleagues. If all qualified contributions, including their mu-
tual criticism (in climate research: from the very left to highly con-
servative perspectives) are equally considered, biases become
visible. Thus, if a climate researcher as Schellnhuber who is not
left-leaning arrives at results which resonate with the ecologic
movement, these results should be considered as highly reliable.
So Schellnhuber’s statement is a positive example for Longino’s
claim that exposing value assumptions can increase the scientific
credibility of a finding. Oreskes and Conway also argue for the
IPCC’s reliability that way by pointing out that the IPCC is ‘‘an orga-
nization that encompasses the views and work of thousands of cli-
mate scientists around the globe—men and women of diverse
nationality, temperament, and political persuasion.’’ (Oreskes &
Conway, 2010, p. 268) I agree with this view and consider it a
highly plausible argument.

Thus, I am basically very sympathetic to Longino’s account. It
has been a significantly new and promising contribution to the de-
bates on social epistemology, promising to eradicate biases that are
based on idiosyncratic value assumptions or even on value-laden

1 Heather Douglas (2000, 2009) initiated a new debate on Rudner’s old argument which deserves attention. While I do not agree with Douglas that cognitive values are not
truth-indicative, I agree with her that these values do not always suffice to decide which theory is true. Other values certainly influence the scientists’ decisions, too, and this
becomes particularly obvious in research projects that imply risks of both type 1 and 2 errors. However, I consider Rudner’s point more fundamental than Douglas seems to. By
invoking a Quinean holism, Rudner makes clear that he is pointing to a general feature of the sciences—pure as well as applied science which differ from each other ‘‘only in
degree and not in kind’’ (Quine, 1951, pp. 71–72). Although there may be areas of pure research that do not imply any risks, the problem of underdetermination exists there, too.
Thus, Rudner concludes that value judgments are an inevitable part of scientific decision-making in general—not only in applied but also in basic research.

2 I.e. independent of what people think, feel or are convinced of.
3 Climate researchers are under enormous pressure as the objectivity of their work is frequently being questioned that way. This went so far that in May of 2010, 250 scientists

from national academies signed an open letter in Science in which they protested against ‘‘the McCarthy-like threats of criminal prosecution against our colleagues based in
innuendo and guilt by association, the harassment of scientists by politicians seeking distractions to avoid taking actions, and the outright lies being spread about them.’’ (Sills,
2010, p. 689).
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prejudices, but at the same time avoiding to impose any (feminist
or other) dogma on the scientific enterprise. I consider it both an
appropriate way for exposing any value judgments and helpful to
overcome the problems the fact-value-dichotomy brings up. How-
ever, by further scrutinizing Longino’s conception it becomes obvi-
ous that it implies a serious problem.

3. Circularity

Longino is arguing for a pluralism of perspectives and values;
she also admits a theoretical and methodological pluralism, yet
calls for regulatory measures in terms of organizing it: First, criti-
cism must be carried out publicly; second, points of criticism con-
cerning consisting theories must be taken as seriously as new
studies and results; third, everybody, in principle, should be able
to enter the discourse; but this does, fourth, not mean that any
unqualified person is allowed to embark on the debate. In sum,
freedom of speech is of paramount importance, yet it must be reg-
ularized to avoid a chaos which would hinder the scientific
advancement.

A problem is coming up here, as to support her fourth require-
ment, Longino demands ‘‘public standards’’ by which it is to be
decided whether a contribution is qualified enough to become part
of a scientific discussion, and who, for that matter, is qualified to
contribute to scientific decision-making (1995, p. 385, 2002, pp.
129–132). This is supposed to avoid a ‘‘cacophony’’ (Longino,
2002, p. 133) that would threaten scientific advancement if
unqualified people were allowed to contribute to scientific deci-
sion making. However, the third and fourth point necessarily get
in conflict: The requirement of evaluation standards causes circu-
larity when for objectivity only qualified contributions are accept-
able, yet the decision about whether a contribution is qualified
or not already requires quality standards that are shared by all
community members. Thus, a contribution must fit to the commu-
nity members’ established opinions and expectations. That way,
objectivity (of the standards) is premised for a process (pluralism)
that is to generate that very objectivity.

The basic problem for Longino is that the free exchange of argu-
ments is seen as a method that advances the sciences in an objec-
tive way. This however presupposes point (2) mentioned above,
namely that the scientists’ procedures and methods are unbiased
as this is required for claiming that the epistemically best approach
in fact wins the day. But (2) is based on individual impartiality
which contradicts Longino’s assumption that individuals are influ-
enced by personal preferences so that only social interaction is a
sufficient means of generating objective knowledge.

At first, let me try to relieve Longino’s approach from this objec-
tion. A possible answer could be to simply presuppose certain stan-
dards by claiming their objectivity. This means just to define that a
contribution is only acceptable in the scientific debate if it fulfills
certain conceptual, theoretical or methodological preconditions.
But this raises the question who defines these standards and
who has built those conceptual, theoretical or methodological pre-
conditions that shape the standards. The problem with simply pre-
supposing certain quality standards is that this way neither the
standards themselves nor their preconditions get into the position
to get criticized. This would exclude those arguments from the sci-
entific debate which do not meet these standards, e.g. because they
come from outside the scientific community. Such exclusion how-
ever would contradict Longino’s claim that objective knowledge
(and also objectivity of the quality standards) can only be reached
by pluralistic procedures that include all relevant criticism.

In the debates about climate research, for example, climate sci-
entists have taken the arguments advanced by the skeptics serious,
have tested the objections, refuted them or modified their methods

and claims. The skeptics, however, instead of refuting the argu-
ments by climate scientists or accepting them, typically ignore
them: Being refuted in a discussion, for instance, and being com-
pelled to concede a point, the skeptics stick to their original position
at the next opportunity nonetheless, simply ignoring the evidence
provided by the climatologists (Oreskes & Conway, 2010). The ad
hominem arguments mentioned above typically come along with
this ignorance. This behavior can especially be observed in research
fields the outcomes of which concern certain, especially industrial
stakeholders’ interests. This phenomenon has currently been thor-
oughly analyzed by a new approach in the science studies named
agnotology (Proctor & Schiebinger, 2008).

In other research areas, it was just the other way round when
scientists ignored important criticism coming from outside the sci-
entific community. Steven Epstein has illuminated in a history of
the research of AIDS how (epistemically and morally) important
it was that people from the outside, namely concerned laypeople,
interfered in the scientific research, and what huge difficulties
these people had to overcome (Epstein, 1995). Another convincing
case study delivers Brian Wynne’s paper on Sheep Farming After
Chernobyl exposing how experts can fail if they ignore lay people’s
knowledge:

The allocations of authority and power inherent in routine deci-
sion making communicate built-in assumptions about which
kinds of experience and social groups are worth something
and which are marginal. If a communication program ignores
this social and historical context, it is likely to be self-contradic-
tory, unrelated to rooted experiences and concerns, and thus
ineffective. (Wynne, 1992, p. 57)

Assuming that in these cases competing groups discredit each other
from the outset, pluralism in Longino’s sense cannot work since her
third requirement that everybody, in principle, must be able to en-
ter the discourse is undermined. Hence, as long as one agrees with
Longino’s premise that for epistemic reasons it is desirable to have
as many contributions to scientific discussions as possible because
only that way objectivity can be generated, it would cause inconsis-
tency to premise the objectivity of certain standards to sort out
inconvenient contributions.

One could insist that these standards in fact only sort out
unqualified contributions; Longino would possibly answer that
way. In fact, she distinguishes two possibilities of how to disqualify
contributions: ‘‘evidential criticism’’ relating to the accuracy of
data and ‘‘conceptual criticism’’ regarding the background assump-
tions (Longino, 1990, pp. 71–74). Certainly, the circularity I have
located concerns only the second kind of criticism. However, if a
community decides that for example a set of raw data is not suffi-
cient or just not relevant or should be interpreted in another way,
it will not play a role any more whether these data are accurate or
not. Therefore, Longino’s two kinds of criticism do not help to
break the circle either.

Even more, arguing that there could be standards that sort out
only unqualified contributions tacitly claims that the objectivity
(A) of scientific knowledge is independent of the objectivity (B)
of a scientific community’s epistemological setting, and, thus, inde-
pendent of the idiosyncratic or value-laden preferences of the com-
munity. Yet claiming such independence just poses the basic
problem mentioned above as this claim entails the traditional lin-
ear model of scientific epistemology: If scientists only proceed in
an unbiased way, their criteria will be purely epistemic, and, hence,
their judgments will be objective. This again presupposes the
above objectivity conception (2) and, thus, simply ignores that
individual assumptions within empirical sciences might be biased
(consciously or not), a problem arising from the underdetermina-
tion thesis that Longino so thoughtfully takes into account.
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For consistency, Longino would, hence, have to argue on the
contrary that the standards that set the conditions of (A) can hardly
be independent of (B), i.e. the theoretical, conceptual and method-
ological standards a scientific community already holds. And it is
important to see that such independence would not even be desir-
able, unless, indeed, a ‘‘cacophony’’ would be. But it is this depen-
dence of (A) and (B) that leads us to the very circle from the
beginning of this section.

All in all, the interdependence of (A) and (B) causes a fundamen-
tal problem: Only those contributions that are qualified with re-
gard to standards which are already established within a
scientific community become part of the community’s discus-
sions.4 Sylvia Culp pointed to this problem:

[I]f intersubjective agreement depends only on community
standards, even when dependence on idiosyncratic presupposi-
tions is eliminated, dependence on presuppositions shared by
the entire community might not be. Any raw data interpreta-
tion dependent on a false theoretical presupposition, even one
shared by an entire community, will be biased. (Culp, 1995, p.
438)

The only comprehensive solution for this problem is to argue for an
‘‘anything goes’’ and altogether reject shared quality standards. But
that would be likely to end up in that very ‘‘cacophony’’ which
Longino has with good cause sought to avoid. Karyn Freedman, by
discussing what she names ‘‘realistic pluralism’’—i.e. a pluralism
as Longino’s that does not allow ‘‘a multiplicity of conforming rep-
resentations of the world that are contradictory, inconsistent, or
mutually exclusive’’ (Freedman, 2009, p. 54)—gets to the core of
the matter here:

[W]ithout some assurance that the world will decide which of
our contextually based standards and goals of science triumphs
when there is real disagreement between and within communi-
ties, the pluralist realist is left defenseless against epistemolog-
ical relativism, with each group using their own standards to
judge their own results as superior. (Freedman, 2009, p. 54)

Keeping this in mind, I do not consider ‘‘anything goes’’ as a satisfy-
ing solution of the problem. We need in fact ‘‘some assurance’’.
Hence, I will argue that Philip Kitcher’s ideal of Well-ordered Sci-
ence provides us with an account how to break the circle, even
though not comprehensively but case-specifically.

4. The Ideal of Well-ordered Science

After years of controversy, Kitcher meanwhile (2001, 2011)
agrees with Longino’s considerations in principle. He is aware of
the problem of circularity of objectivity and suggests to bypass
the problem by introducing so-called deliberators who serve as
intermediaries between the research community and the broader
public. These deliberators, in Kitcher’s sense, consist of representa-
tive groups of citizens who are tutored by appropriate experts and,
in light of this tutorial, have to come to a consensus about which
research agendas should be pursued. That Kitcher claims for
representativeness of the groups means a basic agreement with
Longino’s very precondition that no relevant perspectives should
be excluded. Moreover, the ideal deliberators make their decisions
behind a Rawlsian veil of ignorance: The ideal decision is

considered as made under the decision makers’ complete igno-
rance of their own position. If they do not know whether they will
be, say, profiteers or victims of their own decision, they will weigh
these possibilities up and try to come to a really fair decision. Thus,
also the tutored deliberator in Kitcher’s account would avoid any
injustice:

They do not know how the various alternatives will affect their
own particular case and they are obliged to evaluate principles
solely on the basis of general considerations. [. . .] They under-
stand political affairs and the principles of economic theory;
they know the basis of social organization and the laws of
human psychology. [. . .] There are no limitations on general
information [. . .]. (Rawls, 1999, pp. 118–119)

The deliberators in Kitcher’s sense are tutored by ideal appropriate
experts. These experts ‘‘agree on exact probabilities with respect to
the outcomes of research.’’ (Kitcher, 2001, p. 120) Ideal scientific
decisions, then, are those that are reached through such delibera-
tion, and science can be considered well-ordered when its specifica-
tion of the problems pursued is endorsed by an ideal conversation,
embodying all points of view that are concerned by the respective
scientific decision.

However, by introducing a deliberative democracy Kitcher’s ac-
count is threatened to just take the circularity that Longino’s ap-
proach suffers from to another level, as again somebody has to
decide somehow who is qualified and sufficiently informed to par-
take, namely in the deliberation process. We even find a terminol-
ogy parallel to Longino’s in Kitcher’s approach: Again, ‘‘public
standards’’ are required; Kitcher names them ‘‘objective standards’’
(2002, p. 555), and again, these standards are essential to avoid a
‘‘cacophony’’ to which Kitchers refers as ‘‘vulgar democracy’’ (Kit-
cher, 2001, pp. 117–135, 2004, p. 55).5 Here, it becomes obvious:
The problem that concerns the scientists in Longino’s approach also
concerns the people within Kitcher’s deliberation model, namely the
ideal deliberators and experts. The standards are required to decide
what groups of citizens are representative and what experts are in
fact appropriate to be asked for tutorials. Yet the objectivity of such
standards cannot be generated by an ideal deliberation process be-
cause such process already requires the objectivity of quality
standards.

It is important to see that this is not a problem for Kitcher’s
ideal as such but for its implementation. He himself admits that
‘‘the challenge is to find institutions that generate roughly the right
results, even though we have no ideal deliberators to make the
instantaneous decisions we hope to replicate.’’ (Kitcher, 2001, p.
123) Accordingly, I will argue in the following that this circle can
and should be broken by pragmatic measures, namely through
political intrusion. Moreover, I will extend his ideal by arguing that
in order to face the inner-scientific circle, deliberative instances
staffed with experts (not with citizens) should be commissioned.

5. A Pragmatic Solution

The problem for pluralism is, as we have seen, very unpleasant
and quite comprehensive: If pluralism takes as a premise that no
qualified contribution should be excluded, it must establish certain
standards that define qualification. Yet such standards already
require certain methodological, conceptual and theoretical

4 In fact, we can observe that women or other disadvantaged groups have been excluded from scientific fields despite shared quality standards that often even have been
introduced to overcome just that kind of discrimination (‘‘women will be preferred in case of equal qualification’’). Even worse, these standards can be misused to justify decisions
as objective that are in fact discriminatory as one can always find a way to interpret the given qualification criteria in a way that disqualifies a certain contribution. Notably, Janet
Kourany (2010, pp. 58–62) has recently pointed to this gender problem from another direction by arguing that even if Longino’s requirements were completely met one could
think of a community that is, even though open now to women’s contributions, completely staffed by men; this is, as Kourany correctly argues, due to the fact that the best quality
standards are worthless as long as women are not in the social (e.g. educational, financial or emancipated) position to contribute.

5 Kitcher uses the term ‘‘vulgar democracy’’ in contrast to the ‘‘enlightened democracy’’ in his ideal of Well-ordered Science.
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presuppositions: The quality standards will exclude such contribu-
tions that contradict these presuppositions. In this way, a contribu-
tion that is substantially new or just inconvenient will have a hard
time finding its way into the scientific debate. Longino’s pluralism
is circular in this respect, and in reality quite unhelpful as a gener-
ator of objectivity.

‘‘Anything goes’’ has also been rejected as an alternative as long
as one wants to avoid a ‘‘vulgar democratic cacophony’’. Rather, we
must somehow reach an agreement between pluralistic require-
ments and epistemic quality standards. But this must be a political
task since we cannot solve the problem analytically, i.e. in accor-
dance with the conceptual and methodological conditions that
Longino’s pluralism provides. This means that one must agree to
impose some regulations on the ‘‘free market place of ideas’’. Yet
imposing certain regulation (for example by introducing hiring
quotas or by constraining some kind of research which is clearly
meant to cause disadvantages to some groups of people) would
cause inconsistency within both Longino’s and Kitcher’s accounts.
It would threaten their shared basic claim for the freedom of
speech since it would undermine the requirement that, in princi-
ple, everybody should be able to participate in the discourse,
and, thereby, contradict the endeavor to develop an account that
rejects power which is exerted over some groups of people. What
could be brought up against this problem?

Jim Brown answers to this problem in a criticism of Kitcher’s
ideal of Well-ordered Science: Kitcher, Brown says, should not be
worried that political regulation could cause the danger of ‘‘some
kind of backlash [. . . in the form of demoralizing insults like] ‘You
got the job just because you’re a woman.’’’(Brown, 2004, p. 602)

[T]hese insults, while real, have turned out to be not all that
common and, in any case, are rather insignificant compared
with the very dramatic improvements in the prospects of
women and minorities. It is not as if sexists and racists would
refrain from vicious comments if there were no affirmative
action programs to provoke them. The real alternative is: job
plus insult versus no job plus insult. (Brown, 2004, pp. 602–603)

I totally agree with Brown on this and conclude that Longino’s, say,
neoliberal idea of pluralism, based on the classic liberal idea that
‘‘the best test of truth is the power of the thought to get itself ac-
cepted in the competition of the market’’, a market that regulates
itself through ‘‘free trade in ideas’’ (Justice Holmes, quoted after
Krotoszynski, 2006, p. 14), without any assessment and control
from the outside (i.e. from the public and the politics), must be
dropped. Free trade in ideas certainly brings us closer to the truth,
but only if it is politically regulated since it is always in risk to be
dominated by certain non-epistemic interests. This idea of free ex-
change should also be dropped by Kitcher who sticks to it no less
than Longino. Though he currently makes large concessions to his
former critics by pointing to the problem that some democratic val-
ues like free debate or the will of the people, ideals once expressed
by Mill and Jefferson, are obsolete regarding today’s problems, and
though Kitcher admits that sticking to these ideals does not en-
hance the freedom of people, he still dislikes the idea that some
form of regulation must be imposed on the sciences through political
intrusion (Kitcher, 2011). The regulation he has in mind rather con-
cerns economic policies like controlling the emission of greenhouse
gases.

On the contrary, I argue, in accordance with Brown, that the
consequence of the circularity problem must be to demand that
certain regulation measures be politically imposed on research

projects if this is important, e.g. by quota regulations to support
disadvantaged groups or also by systematic funding of research ap-
proaches that are essentially new6—or even to constrain research
that should not be undertaken for social or moral reasons (e.g. re-
search on racial differences in intelligence). The decision whether a
research project should be subject of such deliberation must be
made by political instances. This seems essential to overcome biases
based on idiosyncratic value assumptions or value-ladenness and
hindering the scientific advancement.

It is important to see that ‘‘politically imposing’’ does not neces-
sarily mean governmental action. I use the term in a far broader
sense: Scientific boards can also be political instances. Their deci-
sions are political insofar they are not results of a mere reduction
from natural evidence but the outcome of negotiations that take
both parts into account, epistemic and non-epistemic require-
ments. A university’s hiring quota can be such a political decision
just as an international regulation of risky technologies or a na-
tional or international order to undertake a certain research project.
Brown sets things straight here by pointing out that ‘‘academic free-
dom and excellence require something like speech codes and hiring
quotas.’’ (Brown, 1997, p. 381) I argue likewise that such regulatory
measures are helpful to reach Longino’s and Kitcher’s common ide-
als in epistemic as well as moral respect: Epistemically they are
helpful in avoiding a disqualification of fruitful new approaches just
because these do not fit into established standards (that might be
biased themselves); morally they seem helpful by improving the sit-
uation of the disadvantaged that have been excluded from scientific
research so far.

Kitcher’s ideal of Well-ordered Science with its deliberative
instances that function as mediators between science and the
public is useful here as it shows a viable way how regulatory
measures could be found and realized. Kitcher’s claim for includ-
ing citizens in the process is to be seen as an educational model
to face the erosion of scientific authority in the public caused by
overcomplexity of scientific relations or even by disinformation
of the public; he points, for example, to Fishkin’s model of delib-
erative democracy (Kitcher, 2011, pp. 222–226). To face the in-
ner-scientific circularity problem, Kitcher’s model must,
however, be extended by deliberating expert panels that, while
representing the scientific consensus, explain problems and risks
to the broader public and in particular to politics in order to reg-
ulate the sciences that way, i.e. to assign the case-specific prob-
lem identification and solution finding to politics. To decide how
such expert panels are to be staffed and what their rights and
duties are must be the task of democratically legitimated in-
stances (e.g. the UN or national governments or committees
advocating equal opportunities). We can observe that it is in fact
a political standard procedure to commission such (local as well
as global) deliberative instances in order to regulate certain sci-
entific fields by trading off epistemic against non-epistemic
requirements—especially in those areas of scientific research that
are politically (i.e. economically, ecologically, morally, socially
etc.) relevant—think of the International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA), Independent Ethics Committees or the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (the latter will be explored in a case
study below). The more particularistic interests are affected by
a field of research, its decisions and results, the more stakehold-
ers and political parties are interested in certain outcomes, and
the greater this interest is, the greater the pressure. Here, delib-
erative instances have to balance epistemic and non-epistemic
requirements particularly carefully.

6 The Volkswagen Foundation, for example, has been particularly funding projects which are substantially new and may, hence, well harbor potential risk to fail but, on the
other hand, stand a chance to provide ‘‘a change in working methods, or inducing the realization of latent synergies by new forms of cooperation.’’ (VW, 2011) Note that this does
not necessarily mean that such pluralism brings us faster to knowledge as the other claim for pluralism mentioned in the general introduction on pluralism in the beginning of
this paper. It rather means that this pluralism is important to reach objectivity since a plurality of research approaches leads to a broader range of criticism.
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Longino’s considerations play an important role here as deliber-
ative instances in such policy-relevant cases are in an ideal case
pluralistically organized. But how this pluralism is structured,
what standards are involved to decide who is qualified to partake
in the deliberation process and who is not must be decided politi-
cally on a case-by-case basis since these decisions will probably
not turn out as a final consensus from a scientific ‘‘free trade in
ideas’’ (at least not in highly complex and policy-relevant research
fields such as (bio-)medical research, genetic engineering, or clima-
tology—and it is these fields that Longino’s considerations are par-
ticularly important for). Instead, political or moral interests that
are concerned by a scientific field of research should be considered
by politically commissioned deliberative instances which must
come to case-specific decisions to be forwarded to the public and
politics. Kitcher’s Rawlsian ideal of Well-ordered Science can be
very helpful here to find suitable norms how such instances should
be ideally organized in order to enable these instances to come to
decisions that fit best for all those who are concerned by the
respective research program.

This solution appears very pragmatic. What can we expect from
it? Or, more specifically asked: What exactly is meant by political
case-by-case decisions which have to trade off pluralistic require-
ments against epistemic quality standards? I eventually want to
respond to these questions by illuminating a case study that shows
that these methodological considerations concern by no means
only feminist problems but all people in all societies.

6. Case Study: The IPCC

A good example of a deliberative instance in the sense I inter-
pret Kitcher’s ideal (i.e. the instance consisting of experts rather
than citizens) is the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC). Who is in charge of deciding who is qualified to deliberate
here?

As the problems identified and researched by climatology are
global, it is, for good reasons, the UN which established the panel
in 1988 and still controls it: Thus, almost all countries that are con-
cerned by the IPCC’s decisions are represented. The panel is orga-
nized in a strictly pluralistic way, regarding all aforementioned
areas of science, its staffing as well as the methods and theories
being used.

First, the panel consists of scientists from all around the world,
and from both industrial and developing countries: there is social
pluralism. Second, in the IPCC assessment reports, many informa-
tion sources are taken into account to warrant a balanced assess-
ment of the literature—including non-English language and gray
literature from non-scientific publications from NGOs or develop-
ing countries. This is important to hold the IPCC’s assessments
up to date; in particular, many important raw data collections stem
from developing countries, such as data from the World Bank, the
International Energy Agency, or the International Monetary Fund
(Edenhofer, 2010). Third, the panel’s reports include many differ-
ent scenarios for possible future conditions on Earth, each of them
having to run through different simulation models (Parker, 2006);
this means that there is also theoretical and methodological
pluralism.

From an epistemic point of view, this comprehensive pluralism
seems wise since biases (e.g. induced by industrial countries’ eco-
nomic interests) are held in check by keeping interests transparent
through the integration of members from all over the world.
Moreover, the highly complex scientific object, the global climate,
can be understood best if as many data from as many sources of

regional knowledge as possible is available: Climatology can only
operate by modeling possible scenarios; since it is required to as-
sign probabilities to these different scenarios, expert knowledge
regarding regional social, economic and ecological conditions is
needed (Schneider, 2002).

From a political point of view, it seems reasonable to cooperate
on a broad international basis to achieve resilient international
agreements on alleviating climate change and mitigating its conse-
quences. If the members came solely from industrial countries
(which has been demanded by prominent climatologists since ‘‘Cli-
mategate’’), administrations of developing countries could refuse
to cooperate by claiming the assessment reports to be essentially
influenced by western industries, hence being biased and not
reliable.

Unfortunately, this very pluralism caused some faults in the last
assessment report: Some data errors were revealed which stemmed
from non-scientific sources. Himalayan glaciers, the second IPCC
group’s assessment report claimed, ‘‘will likely shrink from the
present 500.000 to 100.000 km2 by the year 2035.’’ However, these
data were copied from a flawed WWF paper: the Himalayan gla-
ciers cover only 33.000km2 . Additionally, the year 2350 was trans-
posed as 2035.7

This fits exactly the theoretical problem analyzed above: Episte-
mic quality got in conflict with pluralistic requirements. On the
one hand these data were urgently needed; on the other hand
these very data fulfilled only low quality standards (Cogley, Kargel,
Kaser, & van der Veen, 2010). In general terms, the risk to include
flawed data is to be traded off against the risk to exclude appropri-
ate data. In this case, the trade off failed.

The conflict is additionally problematic here as climate research
concerns many competing interests; it is a highly political field of
research. This is why these troubles fell on a fertile ground of skep-
ticism: The conflict escalated in November of 2009 in the ‘‘Climat-
egate’’ scandal when the private emails of a group of climatologists
had been hacked. In the following period of time, huge public de-
bates arose about how to proceed in the IPCC-case. In Nature, for
example, it was discussed whether the IPCC should be ‘‘tweaked
or scraped’’? (Hulme, Zorita, Stocker, Price, & Christy, 2010) Even-
tually, three commissions came to the unanimous result that there
was no reason to allege any kind of conspiration within the climate
research community. The UN commissioned a so-called InterAca-
demy Council (IAC) to analyze the management and review struc-
tures of the IPCC. IACs consist of members of national academies of
science. The IAC that reviewed the IPCC worked out some recom-
mendations how to improve certain weak points. There is no basic
criticism on the methods and procedures in the IAC’s report, even if
some improvements are considered useful, e.g. regarding the
responsibilities and duties of leading positions within the panel.
The IAC also suggests to release the report of the Working Group
I a year or two before the reports of the other two Working Groups
(on possible impacts and mitigation of climate change) so that
these can benefit from the physical scientific results of the first
group. As for the use of gray literature, the IAC recommends to
work out specific guidelines for evaluating these sources more
thoroughly but not to give it up as relevant and appropriate data
would be lost otherwise (IAC, 2010).

The UN’s decision neither to suspend the IPCC nor to change its
comprehensively pluralistic structure (which was demanded even
by some of the IPCC-members themselves) but rather to call an IAC
for newly balancing both parameters in the IPCC—the pluralistic
requirements and epistemic quality standards—is a political case-
by-case decision in the pragmatic sense stated above, and, as it

7 There are other errors like e.g. the claim that 55 percent of the Netherlands lie below sea level while it is in fact only 26 percent. This was quoted from a publication of the
Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency.

196 A. Leuschner / Studies in History and Philosophy of Science 43 (2012) 191–198



Author's personal copy

seems, the best decision that could have been made in epistemo-
logical, political and moral terms.

7. Conclusion

I argued that in general, and especially in socially, morally,
economically or ecologically relevant sciences that have to deal
with complex research objects, deliberative instances including
a plurality of perspectives are helpful for both moral and episte-
mic reasons. Pluralism, in all aforementioned facets, is required
here to sort out biases that are imposed by distorting back-
ground assumptions, and to reach an agreement between non-
epistemic requirements and epistemic quality standards. But
pluralism does not work all by itself; without regulation from
the outside, it is not a reliable method to sort out biases neither
in epistemic nor in moral terms because (as long as it is not
anarchistic in Feyerabend’s sense) it needs to employ shared
quality standards. These standards can be biased themselves or
can be too restrictive in order to disqualify inconvenient contri-
butions. Here, we enter a circle as the shared standards deter-
mine which contribution or criticism is considered as qualified
and which is not. However, if only those contributions or points
of criticism which meet the shared standards are taken into con-
sideration, the uptake of criticism which is essential for scientific
advancement is threatened, and the standards themselves are
less likely to be called into question. Despite of shared standards,
contributions might be disqualified although they are important
in epistemic or moral terms. To break this circle, political case-
by-case decisions are essential.

Within Longino’s account, the circularity problem is not ana-
lytically solvable. I argued, therefore, that one of Longino’s pre-
mises must be dropped, and I consider it plausible that what
should be dropped is her idea that imposing regulation on scien-
tific projects is ‘‘unworthy of an emancipatory politics’’. Although
pluralism is needed, it must be somehow assessed and regulated
from the outside to make sure that it does not end up in a circle
by only reproducing biases. To quote Brown again, if a professor
told class ‘‘about the ‘international Jewish conspiracy,’ or that
blacks are not as intelligent as whites, or that women can’t do
math, then speech codes should come into play. When stupidity
and viciousness are in unholy alliance, our teaching and research
goals are undermined. Academic freedom must serve our aims,
not subvert them.’’ (Brown, 1997, p. 383) This brings up another
crucial point: Of course, some ethical principles might be indis-
putable and universal. But others might be controversial. Thus,
in many cases, local rules will have to be found that are applica-
ble to only one special field of research in a particular moment
in history.

What is needed are comprehensive case-specific discussions on
the utility, limitations and location of non-epistemic values in sci-
ences, in particular when research projects become policy-rele-
vant. Here, Kitcher’s considerations come into play. Even though
Kitcher’s model of deliberation is basically affected by the same
circularity as Longino’s pluralism because the people involved in
the deliberation process have to be appointed by someone for
some reasons as well, Kitcher’s ideal seems helpful as he proposes
an ethical framework, based on a Rawlsian egalitarism, which
points to important features of how deliberation should be ideally
organized.

In sum, my analysis yields the following outcome:

1. Longino’s pluralism of perspectives is fruitful to eradicate biases
that are based on both idiosyncratic value assumptions or
value-laden prejudices. Yet her approach suffers from an inher-
ent circularity.

2. Kitcher’s ideal of Well-ordered Science proposes a helpful ideal
approach of how to break this circle and to realize Longino’s
pluralism. Yet an implementation of this ideal is not at all unli-
kely to suffer from the very same problem of circularity as
Longino’s.

3. I located the reason of this circularity in their both adherence to
Mill’s ideal of a ‘‘free market place in ideas’’ which implies the
assumption of individual impartiality and, thus, contradicts
Longino’s and Kitcher’s common premise that eradicating
biases and distortions requires social procedures.

4. Therefore, it is important for moral and epistemic reasons to
drop this ideal and to rather claim for political intrusion into
the scientific endeavor in order to meet the egalitarian ideal Kit-
cher and Longino strive for. Such political intrusion means case-
specific regulation through deliberative expert panels.

As a proposal how to put this outcome into action I argued for an
implementation of Kitcher’s ideal of deliberative instances, albeit
not staffed by tutored citizens. Instead I argued for deliberation
through politically commissioned expert panels like Independent
Ethics Committees, the IAEA, or the IPCC. Such instances should
be pluralistically organized, and they should be commissioned
and regulated by political instances (governmental and intergov-
ernmental boards, scientific boards of universities or universities’
departments etc.) so that Kitcher’s Rawlsian egalitarism can be
met.

In general, it appears an important task for philosophy of sci-
ence to provide more of such normative discussions on how to
organize ideal deliberative instances, in general and in every single
case: in climatology as well as in nuclear issues, in genetic engi-
neering or nanotechnologies, and even in fields of basic research
that are politically irrelevant when it comes, for example, to ques-
tions of gender quota. Case-by-case decisions might be considered
an unattractive solution for a universal theoretical challenge like
this. But even if it is not possible to find a satisfying solution for
all cases, this does not mean that it is not possible to find a satis-
fying solution for every case. For this purpose, Kitcher’s ideal of
Well-ordered Science provides us with a fruitful ethical frame-
work, and the IPCC with this broad pluralism in its methodological,
theoretical and social structure, and politically regulated by the
UN, is a good example how it could be brought to work.
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