Study Questions #10

(Gender Bias in Science)

I. Okruhlik argues that (1) the content of scientific theories (and hypotheses) is contaminated by unscientific social and cultural assumptions and (2) even supposing that it is rational and objective, scientific methodology cannot expose, let alone eliminate, these biases from scientific theories.  Do you this she’s right?  Defend answer with argumentation.

A. In section 1, she discusses a number of case studies from biology and anthropology that seem to show that pre-existing social and cultural assumptions about sex and gender help to determine the content of theories about women and how these theories are evaluated in light of evidence.  Pick two cases and discuss in detail.  Do you agree with her?  Defend answer with argumentation. 

B. Using considerations from philosophy of science, she explains how such biases in the content of scientific theories arise and why they are so difficult to remove. 

1. Explain how the following theses from philosophy of science figure in her argument.  

a. Theories are invented vs. inductively inferred from evidence (data) (Hempel, Popper)

b. Theories are massively underdetermined by evidence (Popper, Hempel)

c. Theories are not evaluated in isolation from other theories; theory choice is irreducibly comparative (Kuhn, Lakatos, Cleland, Laudan)

2. Explain the following passage: “if they [theories about female behavior] have all been generated by males operating in a deeply sexist culture, then it is likely that all will be contaminated by sexism.  Non-sexist rivals will never even be generated.”  Do you agree?  Explain and defend your answer.  

C. Discuss why she believes that (even supposing that it is rational and objective) scientific methodology cannot itself disclose or eliminate unscientific bias from science.  

1. Explain how the following theses from philosophy of science figure in her argument

a. Auxiliary assumptions can always be used to save a theory from rejection (also known as the Duhem-Quine thesis)—a problem with Popperian falsificationism.  

b. Theory-laddenness of observation, whether interpreted in the strong sense of the Kuhn and Hanson as affecting subjective perceptual experience, or more weakly as a matter of interpretation. 

2. Explain why she believes that the result of applying an objective scientific method will only yield (the best of the sexist rivals” rather than more accurate, non-sexist theories.  

II. In light of the above, Okruhlik argues that rationality and progress of science crucially depend upon modifying the (white male) dominated social structure of science by affirmative action programs and other social interventions.  Do you agree?  Be sure to defend answer with argumentation.  

