
The Construction of Scientific Facts: A Critical
Examination
In his influential book The Construction of Scientific Facts, philosopher Ian
Hacking explores the complex and often controversial process by which
scientific facts are created. Hacking argues that facts are not simply
discovered, but rather are constructed through a process of negotiation and
consensus. This process is often messy and imperfect, but it is ultimately
essential for the progress of science.

The Construction of Scientific Facts is a major contribution to the
philosophy of science. It challenges the traditional view of science as a
purely objective enterprise and provides a new understanding of the role of
human agency in the construction of knowledge. Hacking's work has been
widely influential in a number of fields, including sociology, anthropology,
and history.
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One of the most important insights in The Construction of Scientific Facts is
Hacking's distinction between "facts" and "truths." According to Hacking,
facts are statements that are accepted as true by a community of scientists.
Truths, on the other hand, are statements that are actually true, regardless
of whether or not they are accepted by a community of scientists.

This distinction is important because it shows that not all facts are truths. In
fact, some facts may be false, and some truths may not be accepted as
facts. This is because the process of constructing scientific facts is not
always perfect. It is often influenced by factors such as bias, prejudice, and
wishful thinking.

Despite the imperfections of the process, the construction of scientific facts
is essential for the progress of science. This is because facts are the
building blocks of scientific knowledge. They provide the foundation for new
theories and discoveries. Without facts, science would be impossible.

Of course, the construction of scientific facts is not without its critics. Some
argue that Hacking's view of science is too relativistic. They claim that there
is no such thing as objective truth, and that all facts are simply social
constructions.

Others argue that Hacking's view of science is too pessimistic. They claim
that the process of constructing scientific facts is not as messy and
imperfect as Hacking makes it out to be. They believe that science is a
reliable way of generating knowledge about the world.

Despite these criticisms, The Construction of Scientific Facts remains a
landmark work in the philosophy of science. It has fundamentally changed



our understanding of the nature of scientific knowledge and the role of
human agency in the construction of truth.

Hacking's Argument

Hacking's argument in The Construction of Scientific Facts is based on a
number of case studies. He examines the history of a variety of scientific
concepts, including the concept of the atom, the concept of the gene, and
the concept of race.

Hacking shows that these concepts have not always been understood in
the same way. In fact, they have changed significantly over time. This is
because these concepts are not simply discovered, but rather are
constructed through a process of negotiation and consensus.

This process is often messy and imperfect. It is influenced by factors such
as bias, prejudice, and wishful thinking. However, it is ultimately essential
for the progress of science. This is because facts are the building blocks of
scientific knowledge. They provide the foundation for new theories and
discoveries.

Without facts, science would be impossible.

Implications for the Philosophy of Science

The Construction of Scientific Facts has a number of implications for the
philosophy of science. First, it challenges the traditional view of science as
a purely objective enterprise. This view holds that science is simply a
matter of discovering the truth about the world.



However, Hacking shows that this view is unrealistic. Science is not a
purely objective enterprise. It is also a social enterprise. The construction of
scientific facts is a process that is influenced by human agency.

Second, The Construction of Scientific Facts provides a new understanding
of the role of truth in science. According to Hacking, not all facts are truths.
In fact, some facts may be false, and some truths may not be accepted as
facts.

This is because the process of constructing scientific facts is not always
perfect. It is often influenced by factors such as bias, prejudice, and wishful
thinking.

Third, The Construction of Scientific Facts raises questions about the
nature of scientific knowledge. If facts are not always true, then what is the
basis of scientific knowledge?

Hacking argues that scientific knowledge is based on a process of
negotiation and consensus. This process is not always perfect, but it is
ultimately essential for the progress of science.

The Construction of Scientific Facts is a major contribution to the
philosophy of science. It challenges the traditional view of science as a
purely objective enterprise and provides a new understanding of the role of
human agency in the construction of knowledge. Hacking's work has been
widely influential in a number of fields, including sociology, anthropology,
and history.
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