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Preface vii

Preface to the English edition

The publication in F rance of our b o ok Imp ostur es Intel le ctuel les

1

app ears to ha v e created a small storm in certain in tellectual cir-

cles. According to Jon Henley in The Guar dian , w e ha v e sho wn

that \mo dern F renc h philosoph y is a load of old tosh."

2

Ac-

cording to Rob ert Maggiori in Lib � er ation , w e are h umorless sci-

en tistic p edan ts who correct grammatical errors in lo v e letters.

3

W e w ould lik e to explain brie
y wh y neither is the case, and to

answ er b oth our critics and our o v er-en th usiastic supp orters. In

particular, w e w an t to disp el a n um b er of misunderstandings.

The b o ok grew out of the no w-famous hoax in whic h one

of us published, in the American cultural-studies journal So cial

T ext , a paro dy article crammed with nonsensical, but unfortu-

nately authen tic, quotations ab out ph ysics and mathematics b y

prominen t F renc h and American in tellectuals.

4

Ho w ev er, only a

small fraction of the \dossier" disco v ered during Sok al's library

researc h could b e included in the paro dy . After sho wing this

larger dossier to scien tist and non-scien tist friends, w e b ecame

(slo wly) con vinced that it migh t b e w orth making it a v ailable to

a wider audience. W e w an ted to explain, in non-tec hnical terms,

wh y the quotes are absurd or, in man y cases, simply meaningless;

and w e w an ted also to discuss the cultural circumstances that en-

abled these discourses to ac hiev e suc h reno wn and to remain, th us

far, unexp osed.

But what exactly do w e claim? Neither to o m uc h nor to o

little. W e sho w that famous in tellectuals suc h as Lacan, Kris-

tev a, Irigara y , Baudrillard and Deleuze ha v e rep eatedly abused

scien ti�c concepts and terminology: either using scien ti�c ideas

totally out of con text, without giving the sligh test justi�cation

| note that w e are not against extrap olating concepts from one

1

�

Editions Odile Jacob, P aris, Octob er 1997.

2

Henley (1997).

3

Maggiori (1997).

4

Sok al (1996a), reprin ted here in App endix A. The story of the hoax is

describ ed in more detail in Chapter 1 b elo w.
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�eld to another, but only against extrap olations made without

argumen t | or thro wing around scien ti�c jargon in fron t of their

non-scien tist readers without an y regard for its relev ance or ev en

its meaning. W e mak e no claim that this in v alidates the rest of

their w ork, on whic h w e susp end judgmen t.

W e are sometimes accused of b eing arrogan t scien tists, but

our view of the hard sciences' role is in fact rather mo dest.

W ouldn't it b e nice (for us mathematicians and ph ysicists, that

is) if G• odel's theorem or relativit y theory did ha v e immediate

and deep implications for the study of so ciet y? Or if the axiom

of c hoice could b e used to study p o etry? Or if top ology had

something to do with the h uman psyc he? But alas, it is not the

case.

A second target of our b o ok is epistemic relativism, namely

the idea | whic h, at least when expressed explicitly , is m uc h

more widespread in the English-sp eaking w orld than in F rance

| that mo dern science is nothing more than a \m yth", a \nar-

ration" or a \so cial construction" among man y others.

5

Besides

some gross abuses (e.g. Irigara y), w e dissect a n um b er of con-

fusions that are rather frequen t in p ostmo dernist and cultural-

studies circles: for example, misappropriating ideas from the phi-

losoph y of science, suc h as the underdetermination of theory b y

evidence or the theory-ladenness of observ ation, in order to sup-

p ort radical relativism.

This b o ok is therefore made up of t w o distinct | but related

| w orks under one co v er. First, there is the collection of ex-

treme abuses disco v ered, rather haphazardly , b y Sok al; this is the

\fashionable nonsense" of our title. Second, there is our critique

of epistemic relativism and of misconceptions ab out \p ostmo d-

ern science"; these analyses are considerably more subtle. The

connection b et w een these t w o critiques is primarily so ciological:

the F renc h authors of the \nonsense" are fashionable in man y

of the same English-sp eaking academic circles where epistemic

5

Let us emphasize that our discussion is limited to epistemic/cognitiv e

relativism; w e do not address the more delicate issues of moral or aesthetic

relativism.
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relativism is the coin of the realm.

6

There is also a w eak logical

link: if one accepts epistemic relativism, there is less reason to b e

upset b y the misrepresen tation of scien ti�c ideas, whic h an yw a y

are just another \discourse".

Ob viously , w e did not write this b o ok just to p oin t out some

isolated abuses. W e ha v e larger targets in mind, but not nec-

essarily those that are attributed to us. This b o ok deals with

m ysti�cation, delib erately obscure language, confused thinking,

and the misuse of scien ti�c concepts. The texts w e quote ma y b e

the tip of an iceb erg, but the iceb erg should b e de�ned as a set

of in tellectual practices, not a so cial group.

Supp ose, for example, that a journalist disco v ers do cumen ts

sho wing that sev eral highly resp ected p oliticians are corrupt, and

publishes them. (W e emphasize that this is an analogy and that

w e do not consider the abuses describ ed here to b e of comparable

gra vit y .) Some p eople will, no doubt, leap to the conclusion

that most p oliticians are corrupt, and demagogues who stand

to gain p olitically from this notion will encourage it.

7

But this

extrap olation w ould b e erroneous.

Similarly , to view this b o ok as a generalized criticism of the

h umanities or the so cial sciences | as some F renc h review ers did

| not only misunderstands our in ten tions, but is a curious as-

similation, rev ealing a con temptuous attitude to w ard those �elds

in the minds of those review ers.

8

As a matter of logic, either the

h umanities and so cial sciences are coterminous with the abuses

denounced in this b o ok, or they are not. If they are, then w e

6

This o v erlap is, ho w ev er, not p erfect. The F renc h authors analyzed in

this b o ok are most fashionable, in the English-sp eaking w orld, in departmen ts

of literature, cultural studies and w omen's studies. Epistemic relativism

is distributed rather more broadly , and is widespread also in domains of

an throp ology , education and so ciology of science that exhibit little in terest

in Lacan or Deleuze.

7

The p oliticians caugh t in 
agr ante delicto will also encourage this in ter-

pretation of the journalist's in ten tions, for di�eren t (but ob vious) reasons.

8

Marc Ric helle, in his v ery in teresting and balanced b o ok (1998), expresses

the fear that some readers (and esp ecially non -readers) of our b o ok will jump

to the conclusion that all the so cial sciences are nonsense. But he is careful

to emphasize that this is not our view.
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w ould indeed b e attac king those �elds en blo c , but it w ould b e

justi�ed. And if not (as w e b eliev e), there is simply no reason

to criticize one sc holar for what another in the same �eld sa ys.

More generally , an y construal of our b o ok as a blank et attac k on

X | whether X is F renc h though t, the American cultural left or

whatev er | presupp oses that the whole of X is p ermeated b y

the bad in tellectual habits w e are denouncing, and that c harge

has to b e established b y who ev er mak es it.

The debates spark ed b y Sok al's hoax ha v e come to encom-

pass an ev er-wider range of ev er-more-ten uously related issues,

concerning not only the conceptual status of scien ti�c kno wledge

or the merits of F renc h p oststructuralism, but also the so cial

role of science and tec hnology , m ulticulturalism and \p olitical

correctness", the academic left v ersus the academic righ t, and

the cultural left v ersus the economic left. W e w an t to empha-

size that this b o ok do es not deal with most of these topics. In

particular, the ideas analyzed here ha v e little, if an y , conceptual

or logical connection with p olitics. Whatev er one's views on La-

canian mathematics or the theory-ladenness of observ ation, one

ma y hold, without fear of con tradiction, an y view whatso ev er

on military sp ending, national health insurance or ga y marriage.

There is, to b e sure, a so ciolo gic al link | though its magnitude

is often exaggerated | b et w een the \p ostmo dernist" in tellec-

tual curren ts w e are criticizing and some sectors of the American

academic left. W ere it not for this link, w e w ould not men tion

p olitics at all. But w e do not w an t our b o ok to b e seen as one

more shot in the dreary \Culture W ars", still less as one from the

righ t. Critical thinking ab out the unfairness of our economic sys-

tem and ab out racial and sexual oppression has gro wn in man y

academic institutions since the 1960s and has b een sub jected,

in recen t y ears, to m uc h derision and unfair criticism. There is

nothing in our b o ok that can b e construed, ev en remotely , in that

genre.

Our b o ok faces a quite di�eren t institutional con text in F rance

and in the English-sp eaking w orld. While the authors w e criticize

ha v e had a profound impact on F renc h higher education and ha v e

n umerous disciples in the media, the publishing houses and the
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in telligen tsia | hence some of the furious reactions to our b o ok

| their Anglo-American coun terparts are still an em battled mi-

norit y within in tellectual circles (though a w ell-en trenc hed one

in some strongholds). This tends to mak e them lo ok more \rad-

ical" and \sub v ersiv e" than they really are, b oth in their o wn

ey es and in those of their critics. But our b o ok is not against

p olitical radicalism, it is against in tellectual confusion. Our aim

is not to criticize the left, but to help defend it from a trendy

segmen t of itself. Mic hael Alb ert, writing in Z Magazine , sum-

marized this w ell: \There is nothing truthful, wise, h umane, or

strategic ab out confusing hostilit y to injustice and oppression,

whic h is leftist, with hostilit y to science and rationalit y , whic h is

nonsense."

9

This edition is, in most resp ects, a straigh t translation from

the F renc h original. W e ha v e omitted a c hapter on the misun-

derstandings of relativit y b y Henri Bergson and his successors,

whic h seemed to us of marginal in terest for most British and

American readers.

10

Con v ersely , w e ha v e expanded a few dis-

cussions concerning in tellectual debates in the English-sp eaking

w orld. W e ha v e also made man y small c hanges to impro v e the

clarit y of the original text, to correct minor imprecisions, and to

forestall misunderstandings. W e thank the man y readers of the

F renc h edition who o�ered us their suggestions.

While writing this b o ok, w e ha v e b ene�ted from inn umerable

discussions and debates and ha v e receiv ed m uc h encouragemen t

and criticism. Although w e are unable to thank individually all

those who ha v e con tributed, w e do w an t to express our grati-

tude to those who help ed us b y p oin ting out references or b y

reading and criticizing parts of the man uscript: Mic hael Alb ert,

Rob ert Alford, Roger Balian, Louise Barre, P aul Boghossian,

9

Alb ert (1996, p. 69). W e shall return to these p olitical issues in the

Epilogue.

10

Chapter 11 of the F renc h original.
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1. Intro duction

So long as authorit y inspires a w e, confusion and

absurdit y enhance conserv ativ e tendencies in so-

ciet y . Firstly , b ecause clear and logical thinking

leads to a cum ulation of kno wledge (of whic h the

progress of the natural sciences pro vides the b est

example) and the adv ance of kno wledge so oner or

later undermines the traditional order. Confused

thinking, on the other hand, leads no where in par-

ticular and can b e indulged inde�nitely without

pro ducing an y impact up on the w orld.

| Stanisla v Andreski, So cial Scienc es as Sor c ery

(1972, p. 90)

The story of this b o ok b egins with a hoax. F or some y ears,

w e ha v e b een surprised and distressed b y the in tellectual trends

in certain precincts of American academia. V ast sectors of the

h umanities and the so cial sciences seem to ha v e adopted a phi-

losoph y that w e shall call, for w an t of a b etter term, \p ostmo d-

ernism": an in tellectual curren t c haracterized b y the more-or-less

explicit rejection of the rationalist tradition of the Enligh ten-

men t, b y theoretical discourses disconnected from an y empirical

test, and b y a cognitiv e and cultural relativism that regards sci-

ence as nothing more than a \narration", a \m yth" or a so cial

construction among man y others.

T o resp ond to this phenomenon, one of us (Sok al) decided

to try an unortho do x (and admittedly uncon trolled) exp erimen t:

submit to a fashionable American cultural-studies journal, So-

cial T ext , a paro dy of the t yp e of w ork that has proliferated

in recen t y ears, to see whether they w ould publish it. The ar-

1
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ticle, en titled \T ransgressing the Boundaries: T o w ard a T rans-

formativ e Hermeneutics of Quan tum Gra vit y"

1

, is c ho c k-full of

absurdities and blatan t non-sequiturs. In addition, it asserts

an extreme form of cognitiv e relativism: after mo c king the old-

fashioned \dogma" that \there exists an external w orld, whose

prop erties are indep enden t of an y individual h uman b eing and

indeed of h umanit y as a whole", it pro claims categorically that

\ph ysical `realit y', no less than so cial `realit y', is at b ottom a

so cial and linguistic construct". By a series of stunning leaps

of logic, it arriv es at the conclusion that \the � of Euclid and

the G of Newton, formerly though t to b e constan t and univ ersal,

are no w p erceiv ed in their ineluctable historicit y; and the puta-

tiv e observ er b ecomes fatally de-cen tered, disconnected from an y

epistemic link to a space-time p oin t that can no longer b e de�ned

b y geometry alone." The rest is in the same v ein.

And y et, the article w as accepted and published. W orse, it

w as published in a sp ecial issue of So cial T ext dev oted to re-

butting the criticisms lev elled against p ostmo dernism and so cial

constructivism b y sev eral distinguished scien tists.

2

F or the edi-

tors of So cial T ext , it w as hard to imagine a more radical w a y of

sho oting themselv es in the fo ot.

Sok al immediately rev ealed the hoax, pro v oking a �restorm

of reaction in b oth the p opular and academic press.

3

Man y re-

1

W e reprin t this article in App endix A, follo w ed b y some brief commen ts

in App endix B.

2

Among these criticisms, see for example Holton (1993), Gross and Levitt

(1994), and Gross, Levitt and Lewis (1996). The sp ecial issue of So cial T ext

is in tro duced b y Ross (1996). The paro dy is Sok al (1996a). The motiv a-

tions for the paro dy are discussed in more detail in Sok al (1996c), whic h is

reprin ted here in App endix C, and in Sok al (1997a). F or earlier criticisms of

p ostmo dernism and so cial constructivism from a somewhat di�eren t p olitical

p ersp ectiv e | whic h are not, ho w ev er, addressed in the So cial T ext issue |

see e.g. Alb ert (1992{93), Chomsky (1992{93) and Ehrenreic h (1992{93).

3

The hoax w as rev ealed in Sok al (1996b). The scandal landed (to our utter

surprise) on the fron t page of the New Y ork Times (Scott 1996), the Inter-

national Her ald T ribune (Landsb erg 1996), the [London] Observer (F erguson

1996), L e Monde (W eill 1996) and sev eral other ma jor newspap ers. Among

the reactions, see in particular the analyses b y F rank (1996), P ollitt (1996),
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searc hers in the h umanities and so cial sciences wrote to Sok al,

sometimes v ery mo vingly , to thank him for what he had done

and to express their o wn rejection of the p ostmo dernist and rela-

tivist tendencies dominating large parts of their disciplines. One

studen t felt that the money he had earned to �nance his studies

had b een sp en t on the clothes of an emp eror who, as in the fa-

ble, w as nak ed. Another wrote that he and his colleagues w ere

thrilled b y the paro dy , but ask ed that his sen timen ts b e held

in con�dence b ecause, although he w an ted to help c hange his

discipline, he could do so only after securing a p ermanen t job.

But what w as all the fuss ab out? Media h yp e not withstand-

ing, the mere fact the paro dy w as published pro v es little in it-

self; at most it rev eals something ab out the in tellectual stan-

dards of one trendy journal. More in teresting conclusions can

b e deriv ed, ho w ev er, b y examining the c ontent of the paro dy .

4

On close insp ection, one sees that the paro dy w as constructed

around quotations from eminen t F renc h and American in tellec-

tuals ab out the alleged philosophical and so cial implications of

mathematics and the natural sciences. The passages ma y b e ab-

surd or meaningless, but they are nonetheless authen tic. In fact,

Sok al's only con tribution w as to pro vide a \glue" (the \logic" of

whic h is admittedly whimsical) to join these quotations together

and praise them. The authors in question form a v eritable pan-

theon of con temp orary \F renc h theory": Gilles Deleuze, Jacques

Derrida, F � elix Guattari, Luce Irigara y , Jacques Lacan, Bruno

Latour, Jean-F ran� cois Ly otard, Mic hel Serres and P aul Virilio.

5

Willis (1996), Alb ert (1996), W ein b erg (1996a, 1996b), Boghossian (1996)

and Epstein (1997).

4

See Sok al (1998) for a more detailed discussion.

5

In this b o ok w e ha v e added Jean Baudrillard and Julia Kristev a to the

list. Fiv e of the ten \most imp ortan t" F renc h philosophers iden ti�ed b y La-

mon t (1987, note 4) are Baudrillard, Deleuze, Derrida, Ly otard and Serres.

Three of the six F renc h philosophers c hosen b y Mortley (1991) are Derrida,

Irigara y and Serres. Fiv e of the eigh t F renc h philosophers in terview ed b y

R• otzer (1994) are Baudrillard, Derrida, Ly otard, Serres and Virilio. These

same authors sho w up among the 39 W estern think ers in terview ed b y L e

Monde (1984a,b), and one �nds Baudrillard, Deleuze, Derrida, Irigara y ,

Kristev a, Lacan, Ly otard and Serres among the 50 con temp orary W estern



4 F ashionable Nonsense

The citations also include man y prominen t American academics

in Cultural Studies and related �elds; but these authors are of-

ten, at least in part, disciples of or commen tators on the F renc h

masters.

Since the quotations included in the paro dy w ere rather brief,

Sok al subsequen tly assem bled a series of longer texts to illus-

trate these authors' handling of the natural sciences, whic h he

circulated among his scien ti�c colleagues. Their reaction w as a

mixture of hilarit y and disma y: they could hardly b eliev e that

an y one | m uc h less reno wned in tellectuals | could write suc h

nonsense. Ho w ev er, when non-scien tists read the material, they

p oin ted out the need to explain, in la y terms, exactly why the

cited passages are absurd or meaningless. F rom that momen t,

the t w o of us w ork ed together to pro duce a series of analyses and

commen taries on the texts, resulting in this b o ok.

What w e in tend to sho w

The goal of this b o ok is to mak e a limited but original con tribu-

tion to w ard the critique of the admittedly nebulous Zeitgeist that

w e ha v e called \p ostmo dernism". W e mak e no claim to analyze

p ostmo dernist though t in general; rather, our aim is to dra w at-

ten tion to a relativ ely little-kno wn asp ect, namely the rep eated

abuse of concepts and terminology coming from mathematics and

ph ysics. W e shall also analyze certain confusions of though t that

are frequen t in p ostmo dernist writings and that b ear on either

the con ten t or the philosoph y of the natural sciences.

The w ord \abuse" here denotes one or more of the follo wing

c haracteristics:

1) Holding forth at length on scien ti�c theories ab out whic h

one has, at b est, an exceedingly hazy idea. The most common

tactic is to use scien ti�c (or pseudo-scien ti�c) terminology with-

out b othering m uc h ab out what the w ords actually me an .

think ers selected b y Lec h te (1994). Here, as in the subtitle of this b o ok, If

there is a subtitle!!!! the app ellation \philosopher" is used in a broad

sense; a more precise term w ould b e \philosophico-literary in tellectual".
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2) Imp orting concepts from the natural sciences in to the h u-

manities or so cial sciences without giving the sligh test conceptual

or empirical justi�cation. If a biologist w an ted to apply , in her re-

searc h, elemen tary notions of mathematical top ology, set theory

or di�eren tial geometry , she w ould b e ask ed to giv e some expla-

nation. A v ague analogy w ould not b e tak en v ery seriously b y

her colleagues. Here, b y con trast, w e learn from Lacan that the

structure of the neurotic sub ject is exactly the torus (it is no less

than realit y itself, cf. p. 21), from Kristev a that p o etic language

can b e theorized in terms of the cardinalit y of the con tin uum

(p. 41), and from Baudrillard that mo dern w ar tak es place in a

non-Euclidean space (p. 149) | all without explanation.

3) Displa ying a sup er�cial erudition b y shamelessly thro wing

around tec hnical terms in a con text where they are completely

irrelev an t. The goal is, no doubt, to impress and, ab o v e all, to

in timidate the non-scien tist reader. Ev en some academic and me-

dia commen tators fall in to the trap: Roland Barthes is impressed

b y the precision of Julia Kristev a's w ork (p. 39) and L e Monde

admires the erudition of P aul Virilio (p. 173).

4) Manipulating phrases and sen tences that are, in fact, mean-

ingless. Some of these authors exhibit a v eritable in to xication

with w ords, com bined with a sup erb indi�erence to their mean-

ing.

These authors sp eak with a self-assurance that far outstrips

their scien ti�c comp etence: Lacan b oasts of using \the most

recen t dev elopmen t in top ology" (pp. 23{24) and Latour asks

whether he has taugh t an ything to Einstein (p. 131). They imag-

ine, p erhaps, that they can exploit the prestige of the natural

sciences in order to giv e their o wn discourse a v eneer of rigor.

And they seem con�den t that no one will notice their misuse of

scien ti�c concepts. No one is going to cry out that the king is

nak ed.

Our goal is precisely to sa y that the king is nak ed (and the

queen to o). But let us b e clear. W e are not attac king philosoph y ,

the h umanities or the so cial sciences in gener al ; on the con trary ,

w e feel that these �elds are of the utmost imp ortance and w e w an t

to w arn those who w ork in them (esp ecially studen ts) against
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some manifest cases of c harlatanism.

6

In particular, w e w an t

to \deconstruct" the reputation that certain texts ha v e of b eing

di�cult b ecause the ideas in them are so profound. In man y cases

w e shall demonstrate that if the texts seem incomprehensible, it

is for the excellen t reason that they mean precisely nothing.

There are man y di�eren t degrees of abuse. A t one end, one

�nds extrap olations of scien ti�c concepts, b ey ond their domain

of v alidit y , that are erroneous but for subtle reasons. A t the other

end, one �nds n umerous texts that are full of scien ti�c w ords but

en tirely dev oid of meaning. And there is, of course, a con tin uum

of discourses that can b e situated somewhere b et w een these t w o

extremes. Although w e shall concen trate in this b o ok on the most

manifest abuses, w e shall also brie
y address some less ob vious

confusions concerning c haos theory (Chapter 7).

Let us stress that there is nothing shameful in b eing ignoran t

of calculus or quan tum mec hanics. What w e are criticizing is

the pretension of some celebrated in tellectuals to o�er profound

though ts on complicated sub jects that they understand, at b est,

at the lev el of p opularizations.

7

A t this p oin t, the reader ma y naturally w onder: Do these

abuses arise from conscious fraud, self-deception, or p erhaps a

com bination of the t w o? W e are unable to o�er an y categorical

answ er to this question, due to the lac k of (publicly a v ailable)

evidence. But, more imp ortan tly , w e m ust confess that w e do not

�nd this question of great in terest. Our aim here is to stim ulate

a critical attitude, not merely to w ards certain individuals, but

to w ards a part of the in telligen tsia (b oth in the United States

and in Europ e) that has tolerated and ev en encouraged this t yp e

6

If w e refrain from giving examples of go o d w ork in these �elds | as some

readers ha v e suggested | it is b ecause making an exhaustiv e suc h list w ould

go far b ey ond our abilities, and a partial list w ould immediately b og us do wn

in irrelev ancies (wh y do y ou men tion X and not Y?).

7

Sev eral commen tators (Droit 1997, Stengers 1997, Ec onomist 1997) ha v e

compared us to sc ho olteac hers giving p o or grades in mathematics and ph ysics

to Lacan, Kristev a et al. But the analogy is fault y: in sc ho ol one is obliged

to study certain sub jects, but no one forced these authors to in v ok e tec hnical

mathematical concepts in their writings.
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of discourse.

Y es, but . . .

Before pro ceeding an y further, let us answ er some of the ob jec-

tions that will no doubt o ccur to the reader:

1. The quotations' mar ginality. It could b e argued that w e

are splitting hairs, criticizing authors who admittedly ha v e no

scien ti�c training and who ha v e p erhaps made a mistak e in v en-

turing on to unfamiliar terrain, but whose con tribution to philos-

oph y and/or the so cial sciences is nev ertheless imp ortan t and is

in no w a y in v alidated b y the \small errors" w e ha v e unco v ered.

W e w ould resp ond, �rst of all, that these texts con tain m uc h

more than mere \errors": they displa y a profound indi�erence,

if not a disdain, for facts and logic. Our goal is not, therefore, to

p ok e fun at literary critics who mak e mistak es when citing rela-

tivit y or G• odel's theorem, but to defend the canons of rationalit y

and in tellectual honest y that are (or should b e) common to all

sc holarly disciplines.

It go es without sa ying that w e are not comp eten t to judge

the non-scien ti�c asp ects of these authors' w ork. W e understand

p erfectly w ell that their \in terv en tions" in the natural sciences

do not constitute the cen tral themes of their �uvre. But when

in tellectual dishonest y (or gross incomp etence) is disco v ered in

one part | ev en a marginal part | of someone's writings, it is

natural to w an t to examine more critically the rest of his or her

w ork. W e do not w an t to prejudge the results of suc h an analysis,

but simply to remo v e the aura of profundit y that has sometimes

in timidated studen ts (and professors) from undertaking it.

When ideas are accepted on the basis of fashion or dogma,

they are esp ecially sensitiv e to the exp osure ev en of marginal as-

p ects. F or example, geological disco v eries in the eigh teen th and

nineteen th cen turies sho w ed that the earth is v astly older than

the 5000-or-so y ears recoun ted in the Bible; and although these

�ndings directly con tradicted only a small part of the Bible, they

had the indirect e�ect of undermining its o v erall credibilit y as

a factual accoun t of history , so that no w ada ys few p eople (ex-
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cept in the United States) b eliev e in the Bible in the liter al w a y

that most Europ eans did only a few cen turies ago. Consider, b y

con trast, Isaac Newton's w ork: it is estimated that 90% of his

writings deal with alc hem y or m ysticism. But, so what? The

rest surviv es b ecause it is based on solid empirical and rational

argumen ts. Similarly , most of Descartes' ph ysics is false, but

some of the philosophical questions he raised are still p ertinen t

to da y . If the same can b e said for the w ork of our authors, then

our �ndings ha v e only marginal relev ance. But if these writers

ha v e b ecome in ternational stars primarily for so ciological rather

than in tellectual reasons, and in part b ecause they are masters

of language and can impress their audience with a clev er abuse

of sophisticated terminology | non-scien ti�c as w ell as scien ti�c

| then the rev elations con tained in this essa y ma y indeed ha v e

signi�can t rep ercussions.

Let us emphasize that these authors di�er enormously in their

attitude to w ard science and the imp ortance they giv e it. They

should not b e lump ed together in a single category , and w e w an t

to w arn the reader against the temptation to do so. F or exam-

ple, although the quotation from Derrida con tained in Sok al's

paro dy is rather am using

8

, it is a one-shot abuse; since there is

no systematic misuse of (or indeed atten tion to) science in Der-

rida's w ork, there is no c hapter on Derrida in this b o ok. By

con trast, the w ork of Serres is replete with more-or-less p o etic

allusions to science and its history; but his assertions, though

extremely v ague, are in general neither completely meaningless

nor completely false, and so w e ha v e not discussed them here

in detail.

9

Kristev a's early writings relied strongly (and abu-

siv ely) on mathematics, but she abandoned this approac h more

than t w en t y y ears ago; w e criticize them here b ecause w e con-

sider them symptomatic of a certain in tellectual st yle. The other

authors, b y con trast, ha v e all in v ok ed science extensiv ely in their

w ork. Latour's writings pro vide considerable grist for the mill of

8

The complete quote can b e found in Derrida (1970, pp. 265{268).

9

See, nev ertheless, Chapter 11 and pp. 229, 274 for some examples of

more manifest abuses in Serres' w ork.
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con temp orary relativism and are based on an allegedly rigorous

analysis of scien ti�c practice. The w orks of Baudrillard, Deleuze,

Guattari and Virilio are �lled with seemingly erudite references

to relativit y , quan tum mec hanics, c haos theory , etc. So w e are b y

no means splitting hairs in establishing that their scien ti�c eru-

dition is exceedingly sup er�cial. Moreo v er, for sev eral authors,

w e shall supply references to additional texts where the reader

can �nd n umerous further abuses.

2. Y ou don 't understand the c ontext. Defenders of Lacan,

Deleuze et al. migh t argue that their in v o cations of scien ti�c

concepts are v alid and ev en profound, and that our criticisms

miss the p oin t b ecause w e fail to understand the con text. After

all, w e readily admit that w e do not alw a ys understand the rest

of these authors' w ork. Migh tn't w e b e arrogan t and narro w-

minded scien tists, missing something subtle and deep?

W e w ould resp ond, �rst of all, that when concepts from math-

ematics or ph ysics are in v ok ed in another domain of study , some

argumen t ough t to b e giv en to justify their relev ance. In all the

cases cited here, w e ha v e c hec k ed that no suc h argumen t is pro-

vided, whether next to the excerpt w e quote or elsewhere in the

article or b o ok.

Moreo v er, there are some \rules of th um b" that can b e used

to decide whether mathematics are b eing in tro duced with some

real in tellectual goal in mind, or merely to impress the reader.

First of all, in cases of legitimate use, the author needs to ha v e a

go o d understanding of the mathematics he/she is purp orting to

apply | in particular, there should b e no gross mistak es | and

he/she should explain the requisite tec hnical notions, as clearly

as p ossible, in terms that will b e understandable to the in tended

reader (who is presumably a non-scien tist). Secondly , b ecause

mathematical concepts ha v e precise meanings, mathematics is

useful primarily when applied to �elds in whic h the concepts

lik ewise ha v e more-or-less precise meanings. It is di�cult to see

ho w the mathematical notion of compact space can b e applied

fruitfully to something as ill-de�ned as the \space of jouissanc e "

in psyc hoanalysis. Thirdly , one should b e particularly suspicious

when abstruse mathematical concepts (lik e the axiom of c hoice
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in set theory) that are used rarely , if at all, in ph ysics | and

certainly nev er in c hemistry or biology | miraculously b ecome

relev an t in the h umanities or the so cial sciences.

3. Po etic lic enc e. If a p o et uses w ords lik e \blac k hole" or

\degree of freedom" out of con text and without really under-

standing their scien ti�c meaning, it do esn't b other us. Lik ewise,

if a science-�ction writer uses secret passagew a ys in space-time

in order to send her c haracters bac k to the era of the Crusades,

it is purely a question of taste whether one lik es or dislik es the

tec hnique.

By con trast, w e insist that the examples cited in this b o ok

ha v e nothing to do with p o etic licence. These authors are holding

forth, in utter seriousness, on philosoph y , psyc hoanalysis, semi-

otics or so ciology . Their w orks are the sub ject of inn umerable

analyses, exegeses, seminars and do ctoral theses.

10

Their in ten-

tion is clearly to pro duce theory , and it is on this ground that

w e criticize them. Moreo v er, their st yle is usually hea vy and

p omp ous, so it is highly unlik ely that their goal is principally

literary or p o etic.

4. The r ole of metaphors. Some p eople will no doubt think

that w e are in terpreting these authors to o literally and that the

passages w e quote should b e read as metaphors rather than as

precise logical argumen ts. Indeed, in certain cases the \science"

is undoubtedly in tended metaphorically; but what is the purp ose

of these metaphors? After all, a metaphor is usually emplo y ed

to clarify an unfamiliar concept b y relating it to a more familiar

one, not the rev erse. Supp ose, for example, that in a theoretical

ph ysics seminar w e w ere to explain a v ery tec hnical concept in

quan tum �eld theory b y comparing it to the concept of ap oria

in Derridean literary theory . Our audience of ph ysicists w ould

w onder, quite reasonably , what is the goal of suc h a metaphor

| whether or not it is app osite | apart from displa ying our

10

T o illustrate more clearly that their claims are tak en seriously in at least

some parts of the English-sp eaking academ y , w e shall cite secondary w orks

that analyze and elab orate, for example, Lacan's top ology and mathematical

logic, Irigara y's 
uid mec hanics, and Deleuze and Guattari's pseudo-scien ti�c

in v en tions.
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o wn erudition. In the same w a y , w e fail to see the adv an tage of

in v oking, ev en metaphorically , scien ti�c concepts that one oneself

understands only shakily when addressing a readership comp osed

almost en tirely of non-scien tists. Migh t the goal b e to pass o� as

profound a rather banal philosophical or so ciological observ ation,

b y dressing it up in fancy scien ti�c jargon?

5. The r ole of analo gies. Man y authors, including some of

those discussed here, try to argue b y analogy . W e are b y no

means opp osed to the e�ort to establish analogies b et w een di-

v erse domains of h uman though t; indeed, the observ ation of a

v alid analogy b et w een t w o existing theories can often b e v ery

useful for the subsequen t dev elopmen t of b oth. Here, ho w ev er,

w e think that the analogies are b et w een w ell-established theo-

ries (in the natural sciences) and theories to o v ague to b e tested

empirically (for example, Lacanian psyc hoanalysis). One cannot

help but susp ect that the function of these analogies is to hide

the w eaknesses of the v aguer theory .

Let us emphasize that a half-form ulated theory | b e it in

ph ysics, biology or the so cial sciences | cannot b e redeemed

simply b y wrapping it in sym b ols or form ulae. The so ciolo-

gist Stanisla v Andreski has expressed this idea with his habitual

iron y:

The recip e for authorship in this line of business is as sim-

ple as it is rew arding: just get hold of a textb o ok of mathe-

matics, cop y the less complicated parts, put in some refer-

ences to the literature in one or t w o branc hes of the so cial

studies without w orrying unduly ab out whether the for-

m ulae whic h y ou wrote do wn ha v e an y b earing on the real

h uman actions, and giv e y our pro duct a go o d-sounding ti-

tle, whic h suggests that y ou ha v e found a k ey to an exact

science of collectiv e b eha viour. (Andreski 1972, pp. 129{

130)

Andreski's critique w as originally aimed at American quan tita-

tiv e so ciology , but it is equally applicable to some of the texts

cited here, notably those of Lacan and Kristev a.

6. Who is c omp etent? W e ha v e frequen tly b een ask ed the fol-

lo wing question: Y ou w an t to prev en t philosophers from sp eaking
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ab out science b ecause they don't ha v e the requisite formal train-

ing; but what quali�cations do y ou ha v e to sp eak of philosoph y?

This question b etra ys a n um b er of misunderstandings. First of

all, w e ha v e no desire to prev en t an y one from sp eaking ab out

an ything. Secondly , the in tellectual v alue of an in terv en tion is de-

termined b y its con ten t, not b y the iden tit y of the sp eak er, m uc h

less b y his or her diplomas.

11

Thirdly , there is an asymmetry: w e

11

The linguist Noam Chomsky illustrates this v ery w ell:

In m y o wn professional w ork I ha v e touc hed on a v ariet y of

di�eren t �elds. I'v e done w ork in mathematical linguistics, for

example, without an y professional creden tials in mathematics;

in this sub ject I am completely self-taugh t, and not v ery w ell

taugh t. But I'v e often b een in vited b y univ ersities to sp eak

on mathematical linguistics at mathematics seminars and col-

lo quia. No one has ev er ask ed me whether I ha v e the appropri-

ate creden tials to sp eak on these sub jects; the mathematicians

couldn't care less. What they w an t to kno w is what I ha v e to

sa y . No one has ev er ob jected to m y righ t to sp eak, asking

whether I ha v e a do ctor's degree in mathematics, or whether

I ha v e tak en adv anced courses in this sub ject. That w ould

nev er ha v e en tered their minds. They w an t to kno w whether

I am righ t or wrong, whether the sub ject is in teresting or not,

whether b etter approac hes are p ossible | the discussion dealt

with the sub ject, not with m y righ t to discuss it.

But on the other hand, in discussion or debate concerning

so cial issues or American foreign p olicy , Vietnam or the Middle

East, for example, the issue is constan tly raised, often with con-

siderable v enom. I'v e rep eatedly b een c hallenged on grounds

of creden tials, or ask ed, what sp ecial training do y ou ha v e that

en titles y ou to sp eak of these matters. The assumption is that

p eople lik e me, who are outsiders from a professional viewp oin t,

are not en titled to sp eak on suc h things.

Compare mathematics and the p olitical sciences | it's

quite striking. In mathematics, in ph ysics, p eople are con-

cerned with what y ou sa y , not with y our certi�cation. But in

order to sp eak ab out so cial realit y , y ou m ust ha v e the prop er

creden tials, particularly if y ou depart from the accepted frame-

w ork of thinking. Generally sp eaking, it seems fair to sa y that

the ric her the in tellectual substance of a �eld, the less there

is a concern for creden tials, and the greater is the concern for

con ten t. (Chomsky 1979, pp. 6{7)
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do not purp ort to judge Lacan's psyc hoanalysis, Deleuze's philos-

oph y or Latour's concrete w ork in so ciology . W e limit ourselv es

to their statemen ts ab out the mathematical and ph ysical sciences

or ab out elemen tary problems in the philosoph y of science.

7. Don 't you to o r ely on ar gument fr om authority? F or if w e

assert that Lacan's mathematics are nonsense, ho w is the non-

scien tist reader to judge? Mustn't he or she tak e our w ord for

it?

Not en tirely . First of all, w e ha v e tried hard to pro vide de-

tailed explanations of the scien ti�c bac kground, so that the non-

sp ecialist reader can appreciate why a particular assertion is er-

roneous or meaningless. W e ma y not ha v e succeeded in all cases:

space is limited, and scien ti�c p edagogy is di�cult. The reader

is p erfectly en titled to reserv e judgmen t in those cases where

our explanation is inadequate. But, most imp ortan tly , it should

b e remem b ered that our criticism do es not deal primarily with

errors, but with the manifest irr elevanc e of the scien ti�c termi-

nology to the sub ject supp osedly under in v estigation. In all the

reviews, debates and priv ate corresp ondence that ha v e follo w ed

the publication of our b o ok in F rance, no one has giv en ev en

the sligh test argumen t explaining ho w that relev ance could b e

established.

8. But these authors ar e not \p ostmo dernist". It is true that

the F renc h authors discussed in this b o ok do not all regard them-

selv es as \p ostmo dernist" or \p oststructuralist". Some of these

texts w ere published prior to the emergence of these in tellectual

curren ts, and some of these authors reject an y link with these cur-

ren ts. Moreo v er, the in tellectual abuses criticized in this b o ok are

not homogeneous; they can b e classi�ed, v ery roughly , in to t w o

distinct categories, corresp onding roughly to t w o distinct phases

in F renc h in tellectual life. The �rst phase is that of extreme

structuralism, extending through the early 1970s: the authors

try desp erately to giv e v ague discourses in the h uman sciences

a v eneer of \scien ti�cit y" b y in v oking the trappings of mathe-

matics. Lacan's w ork and the early writings of Kristev a fall in to

this category . The second phase is that of p oststructuralism, b e-

ginning in the mid-1970s: here an y pretense at \scien ti�cit y" is



14 F ashionable Nonsense

abandoned, and the underlying philosoph y (to the exten t one can

b e discerned) tends to w ard irrationalism or nihilism. The texts

of Baudrillard, Deleuze and Guattari exemplify this attitude.

F urthermore, the v ery idea that there exists a distinctiv e cat-

egory of though t called \p ostmo dernist" is m uc h less widespread

in F rance than in the English-sp eaking w orld. If w e nev ertheless

emplo y this term for con v enience, it is b ecause all the authors

analyzed here are utilized as fundamen tal p oin ts of reference in

English-language p ostmo dernist discourse, and b ecause some as-

p ects of their writings (obscure jargon, implicit rejection of ra-

tional though t, abuse of science as metaphor) are common traits

of Anglo-American p ostmo dernism. In an y case, the v alidit y of

our critiques can in no w a y dep end on the use of a w ord; our

argumen ts m ust b e judged, for eac h author, indep enden tly of his

or her link | b e it conceptually justi�ed or merely so ciological

| with the broader \p ostmo dernist" curren t.

9. Why do you criticize these authors and not others? A

long list of \others" has b een suggested, b oth in prin t and in pri-

v ate corresp ondence: these include virtually all applications of

mathematics to the so cial sciences (e.g. economics), ph ysicists'

sp eculations in p opular b o oks (e.g. Ha wking, P enrose), so cio-

biology , cognitiv e science, information theory , the Cop enhagen

in terpretation of quan tum mec hanics, and the use of scien ti�c

concepts and form ulas b y Hume, La Mettrie, D'Holbac h, Hel-

v etius, Condillac, Com te, Durkheim, P areto, Engels and sundry

others.

12

Let us b egin b y observing that this question is irrelev an t to

the v alidit y or in v alidit y of our argumen ts; at b est it can b e used

to cast asp ersions on our in ten tions. Supp ose there are other

abuses as bad as those of Lacan or Deleuze; ho w w ould that

justify the latter?

Ho w ev er, since the question of the grounds for our \selection"

is so often ask ed, let us try to answ er it brie
y . First of all, w e

ha v e no desire to write a ten-v olume encyclop edia on \nonsense

since Plato", nor do w e ha v e the comp etence to do so. Our scop e

12

See, for example, L � evy-Leblond (1997) and F uller (1998).
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is limited, �rstly , to abuses in those scien ti�c �elds in whic h w e

can claim some exp ertise, namely mathematics and ph ysics

13

;

secondly , to abuses that are curren tly fashionable in in
uen tial

in tellectual circles; and thirdly , to abuses that ha v e not previously

b een analyzed in detail. Ho w ev er, ev en within these constrain ts,

w e do not claim that our set of targets is exhaustiv e or that they

constitute a \natural kind". Quite simply , Sok al stum bled on

most of these texts in the course of writing his paro dy , and w e

decided, after re
ection, that it w as w orth making them public.

F urthermore, w e con tend that there is a profound di�erence

b et w een the texts analyzed here and most of the other examples

that ha v e b een suggested to us. The authors quoted in this b o ok

clearly do not ha v e more than the v aguest understanding of the

scien ti�c concepts they in v ok e and, most imp ortan tly , they fail

to giv e an y argumen t justifying the relev ance of these scien ti�c

concepts to the sub jects allegedly under study . They are engaged

in name-dropping, not just fault y reasoning. Th us, while it is

v ery imp ortan t to ev aluate critically the uses of mathematics in

the so cial sciences and the philosophical or sp eculativ e assertions

made b y natural scien tists, these pro jects are di�eren t from |

and considerably more subtle than | our o wn.

14

A related question is:

10. Why do you write a b o ok on this and not on mor e serious

issues? Is p ostmo dernism such a gr e at danger to civilization?

First of all, this is an o dd question. Supp ose someone disco v ers

do cumen ts relev an t to the history of Nap oleon and writes a b o ok

ab out it. W ould an y one ask him whether he thinks this is a

13

It w ould b e in teresting to attempt a similar pro ject on the abuse of

biology , computer science or linguistics, but w e lea v e that task to p eople

more quali�ed than ourselv es.

14

Let us men tion in passing t w o examples of the latter t yp e of critique,

authored b y one of us: a detailed analysis of the p opular b o oks of Prigogine

and Stengers dealing with c haos, irrev ersibilit y and the arro w of time (Bric-

mon t 1995a), and a criticism of the Cop enhagen in terpretation of quan tum

mec hanics (Bricmon t 1995b). In our opinion Prigogine and Stengers giv e

the educated public a distorted view of the topics they treat, but their abuses

do not ev en come close to those analyzed in this b o ok. And the de�ciencies

of the Cop enhagen in terpretation are v astly subtler.
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more imp ortan t topic than W orld W ar I I? His answ er, and ours,

w ould b e that an author writes on a sub ject under t w o conditions:

that he is comp eten t and that he is able to con tribute something

original. His sub ject will not, unless he is particularly luc ky ,

coincide with the most imp ortan t problem in the w orld.

Of course w e do not think that p ostmo dernism is a great

danger to civilization. View ed on a global scale, it is a rather

marginal phenomenon, and there are far more dangerous forms

of irrationalism | religious fundamen talism, for instance. But

w e do think that the critique of p ostmo dernism is w orth while for

in tellectual, p edagogical, cultural and p olitical reasons; w e shall

return to these themes in the Epilogue.

Finally , to a v oid useless p olemics and facile \refutations", let

us emphasize that this b o ok is not a righ t-wing pamphlet against

left-wing in tellectuals, or an American imp erialist attac k against

the P arisian in telligen tsia, or a simple kno w-nothing app eal to

\common sense". In fact, the scien ti�c rigor w e are adv o cating

often leads to results at o dds with \common sense"; obscuran-

tism, confused thinking, an ti-scien ti�c attitudes and the quasi-

religious v eneration of \great in tellectuals" are in no w a y left-

wing; and the attac hmen t of part of the American in telligen tsia

to p ostmo dernism demonstrates that the phenomenon is in terna-

tional. In particular, our critique is in no w a y motiv ated b y the

\theoretical nationalism and protectionism" that F renc h writer

Didier Erib on claims to detect in the w ork of some American

critics.

15

Our aim is, quite simply , to denounce in tellectual p os-

turing and dishonest y , from wherev er they come. If a signi�can t

part of the p ostmo dernist \discourse" in con temp orary Ameri-

can and British academia is of F renc h origin, it is equally true

that English-language in tellectuals ha v e long since giv en it an

authen tic home-gro wn 
a v or.

16
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Erib on (1994, p. 70).
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W e shall return to these cultural and p olitical themes in the Epilogue.
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Plan of this b o ok

The bulk of this b o ok consists of an analysis of texts, author b y

author. F or the con v enience of non-sp ecialist readers, w e ha v e

pro vided, in fo otnotes, brief explanations of the relev an t scien ti�c

concepts as w ell as references to go o d p opular and semi-p opular

explanatory texts.

Some readers will no doubt think that w e are taking these

texts to o seriously . That is true, in some sense. But since these

texts ar e tak en seriously b y man y p eople, w e think that they

deserv e to b e analyzed with the greatest rigor. In some cases w e

ha v e quoted rather long passages, at the risk of b oring the reader,

in order to sho w that w e ha v e not misrepresen ted the meaning

of the text b y pulling sen tences out of con text.

In addition to abuses in the strict sense, w e ha v e also analyzed

certain scien ti�c and philosophical confusions that underlie m uc h

p ostmo dernist thinking. First, w e shall consider the problem of

cognitiv e relativism, and sho w that a series of ideas coming from

the history and philosoph y of science do not ha v e the radical im-

plications that are often attributed to them (Chapter 4). Next

w e shall address sev eral misunderstandings concerning c haos the-

ory and so-called \p ostmo dern science" (Chapter 7). Finally , in

the Epilogue, w e shall situate our critique in a wider cultural

con text.

Man y of the texts quoted in this b o ok originally app eared

in F renc h. Where a published English translation exists, w e

ha v e most often used it (sometimes noting our corrections); it

is cited in the bibliograph y , along with the original F renc h source

in brac k ets. In other cases, the translation is ours. W e ha v e en-

dea v ored to remain as faithful as p ossible to the original F renc h,

and in case of doubt w e ha v e repro duced the latter in brac k ets

or ev en in toto . W e assure the reader that if the passage seems

incomprehensible in English, it is b ecause the original F renc h is

lik ewise.


