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Towards a Critical Futurism

by Richard A. Slaughter

With this article, British futurist Richard Slaughter
begins a three-part look at the futures field today, and
how a reevaluation of key assumptions could enhance
the applicability and impact of future studies through-

out the world.

The case for a critical approach to futures study
rests on at least three major considerations. First, in
many of its institutionalized forms it has become as-
sociated with the needs of relatively powerful groups
and may thus be skewed in favor of particular appli-
cations. There is reason to believe that this repre-
sents an artificial narrowing of vision, a closure
rather than an expansion, of options. Second, fu-
tures study is of immense potential value in areas
like education, professional services of all kinds and
the various levels of social and economic policy-
making. But the open-ended nature of the field and
the lack of an agreed framework of explanation/the-
ory makes it difficult for observers to draw upon it as
freely as they might wish. Finally, the futures field
remains strongly associated with North America.
While there have been many contributions of great
value from other countries, futurism remains basi-
cally an expression of American consciousness. It
may therefore be useful to attempt a view which in-
terprets this phenomenon with the help of European
traditions of enquiry.

From this viewpoint a number of deficiencies can
be identified and these provide a starting point for
this enquiry. However, the major thrust of the paper
resides in the attempt to refine and revise common
understandings within the field such that the theo-
retical and practical competencies of its members
can be further developed and applied to major prob-
lems. Beyond this is the possibility that futurist ex-
pertise can move toward a position where it is largely
free of mystification, reflexively aware of inherent
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ideologies, interests, commitments and more openly
accessible to the general public. We therefore com-
plete the work with a general model of critical futur-
ism which may have wide applicability within the
field.

It cannot be emphasized too strongly that what is
offered here is an interpretation of contemporary fu-
turism, particularly as it exists in North America. As
such, it invites further critical comment and dia-
logue. As will become clear below, the view is taken
here that there are few certainties in futurism, and
hence no final or complete answers. Rather, there is
a continuous stream of propositions, understandings
and interpretations which, properly understood, re-
flects the wider ebb and flow of historical continuity
and change in which we are all immersed.

Critique

In an earlier work I proposed that the futures field
could be divided into three broadly interacting ele-
ments: a largely knowledge-seeking component de-
riving from various “hard” forms of futures re-
search; a largely communication-oriented
component founded in activities like education, crit-
icism and writing; and a strongly normative, change-
oriented, component with roots in a globally distrib-
uted social movement (see Figure 1).' I also
suggested that the utility of a “futures perspective”
may actually derive less from imputed characteris-
tics of the parent field than from the selective de-
ployment of resources available within it. Perhaps
the most important of these resources take the form
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of a widely shared set of ideas, or central themes.
The latter have been described at length by many
people, but here it is useful to express some of them
as brief propositions. There are ten.

1. There exist a wide variety of alternative

futures at all levels.

2. These are commonly divided into possible,

probable and preferable futures.

3. They suggest a need for conscious choice,

participation and purposive action.

4. The future is not predictable or prede-
lt;;}'smined, but may be affected by individ-
Human actions and decisions (or their lack)
shape the future.

The present period is unique and crucial
for all future generations.

It is necessary to exert human control over
change processes.

In so doing, “preaction” is preferable to
“crisis learning.”

Holistic, global and long range perspec-
tives are indispensible.

10. Images of the future guide actions in the
present and affect what seems possible in the
future.?

Various writers have examined the extensive net-
work of assumptions and premises upon which these
ideas rest and we will not duplicate their efforts
here.? Our concern is to concentrate on those diffi-
culties which arguably rob the field of much of its
effectiveness, and which a more critical approach
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“Futurist expertise can move toward
a position where it is largely free of
mystification . . . and more openly
accessible to the general public.”

may attempt to resolve. The former include prob-
lems of language and presentation, ideology and bias
and the extent to which an internal tradition of crit-
ical analysis may already be developing.

It is not really surprising that a fairly high level of
consensus seems to exist in respect of the central
concerns of the field but there is less agreement
about fundamental assumptions and approaches.
This is true of many disciplines. But some observers
see the lack of an overall, shared, foundation in the-
ory as a weakness which “prevents futurists from
recognizing. . .and....contributes to. . [their]
confusing one set of objectives with another.””
Again, Nelson suggests that this basic uncertainty
leads to failure to distinguish between concerns that
are substantive and others that may be faddish.5 One
may sympathize with this view, yet, at the same
time, we will suggest below that the search for a more
coherent structure, for standards, norms and greater
certainty is to some extent ill-founded. It can, in
fact, be seen as reflecting a somewhat discredited
view of science, a model to which many have turned
in a fruitless search for legitimation. But, while we
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must doubt if any field dealing with practical, under-
certain, open-ended and value-laden problems could
possess a single, unified, theoretical base, it is possi-
ble that certain core prepositions discussed below
may be the next best thing to this.

The American Mindset

It will be evident to all that the futures field is
nothing if not ambitious. It tries to monitor global
trends (most of which are poorly understood), to act
as a societal “early warning system,” to explore and
illuminate a bewildering range of possibilities and
choices, to influence public and private decision-
making in a multitude of contexts, to disseminate its
ideas and conclusions as widely as possible—in
short, to help create the future. In view of the enor-
mity of this task it would be reasonable to expect
low-key, self-effacing approaches hedged around
with qualifications of many kinds. But when Ed-
ward Cornish writes of the “great future that we all
know is possible,” he is articulating the deeply felt
and widely shared American attitude that “if we can
create believable dreams of a better future world,
then we can build for that world, for we live in an age
when a peaceful, prosperous and happy world is a
genuine possibility.” This view reflects a sense of op-
timism and power which is, perhaps, central to the
American experience.® Another, much reprinted, pa-
per exposes the darker side of this sensibility by con-
cluding that “the only possible conclusion is a call to
action.” It continued, “the task is clear. The task is
huge. . . . time is horribly short. . . . today the whole
human experiment may hang on the question of how
fast we now press for the development of a science
for survival.””

Statements of his nature express the ideals and
the fears of much of mankind. But, sympathize as we
may, they simply do not travel well, and it is impor-
tant to try and explain why this should be so. In
these, and other, cases, it is not always clear how, or
in exactly what sense, people may begin to exert con-
trol over events or act to prevent threatened crises.
Regardless of whether the view expressed is optimis-
tic or pessimistic, whether the task is to create uto-
pia or merely to avoid dystopia, something is miss-
ing. Part of it may be that people who are deeply
involved in particular ways of life, values, logics-in-
use, traditions and so on, people whose world views
differ in many substantial ways from those quoted
are being asked, from a great distance, to cooperate
in a demanding series of more-or-less well-defined
tasks which lack historical precedent or, so far as
they are concerned, contemporary sanction. Thus,
generalized “calls to action” may be a very ineffec-
tive way of communicating if their implicit view of
individuals and societies is an underdimensioned
one that glosses over more than is prudent of the
substance of social life and social being.

Most people realize that the future is inherently
uncertain and conditional. Its relation to the present
is very problematic and complicated by a host of so-
cial, cultural and ideological factors. The sense in
which it may be “built” or “chosen” needs to be clar-
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Figure 1
The Futures Field: A Spectrum of Activities and Influences

‘“HARD POLE”
(Restricted)
—Prediction, Trend Extrapolation
—Model Building, Simulation, Systems Analysis
Predominant
FUT{;ROEmg}l“l{IJgIES —Economic and Technical Forecasting
(Synthesis, cg'itic_ism
and communication) —Technology Assessment, Policy Studies
e —Planning
—Delphi Studies
—Media Studies, Technological (“Hard”) SF
- Futures Education, Academic Writing and
) Criticism, Communication
Predominantly
FUTURES RESEARCH ) .
(Major knowledge- —Scenario Writing
seeking focus)
—Utopian and Dystopian Speculative Fiction
—Anthropological Speculative Fiction
—Human Potentials Movement
—Associations, Networks and Lobbies
__Theory and Practice of Alternative Lifestyles
—“Brainstorming”, Free Association
—Visionary and Opinion-Leading Literature
Predominantly
FUTUI:I%(?HI:I‘Ia(t)i\JE SEENID —Altered States of Consciousness: Dreams,
stimulating; Intuition, Meditation
reconceptua}izing
and possibly —Eastern Religion, Eschatology
leading change)
—Fantasy
“SOFT” POLE
(Open)

N.B. It must be emphasized that the above attempts to provide only an overview of the field. Examples listed are repre-
sentative, not exhaustive. Similarly, positions upon the spectrum may vary according to numerous factors.

Source: Slaughter, R.A. Critical Futurism and Curriculum Renewal, University of Lancaster, Ph.D. 1982.
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ified in some detail by those with ideas about what it
should be like. That this seldom happens is not
really a comment on individuals. It has more to do
with the fact that people who are necessarily embed-
ded in their own historicity cannot easily aspire to
the almost supernatural (or supra-historical) powers
involved. As Radnitzky puts it “what is ‘irrational’
in human history is that men make their history but

. do not know the history they make . they have
not yet been able to make it with full conscious-
ness.”® This is a dilemma facing all futurists and
others who would wish to direct “‘change.” To build a
“science of survival” or to design a “peaceful, pros-
perous and happy world” not only begs a number of
very important questions, it would also require the
development of “full consciousness” to unknown,

“It is always dangerous to
generalize, but words like
‘change,’ ‘control,’ ‘choice,’ and
‘action’ appear to mean quite
different things on either side of
the Atlantic.”

and perhaps impossible, heights. As McDermott has
noted, the grand ambitions of the futures field are
usually unfulfilled because they overrate human
knowledge and human ability to act free of con-
straint. Hence the presentation of particular fu-
tures ideas (and indeed, of the futures field more
generally) may be marred by exaggeration, by a
rather naive view of human capacities and by over-
optimism about the potential for social change.

Alternative Approaches

A number of futurists have made suggestions for
improving techniques of presentation. Amara and
Jones both stress the need for conceptual explicit-
ness and analytical clarity.’® They recognize that
there are limits to certainty and that futurists
should confine themselves to modest and support-
able claims. But their attention focuses primarily
upon the disciplines of futures research. While there
are exceptions, the field as a whole lacks strategies of
presentation and communication that build upon
peoples’ existing “life worlds,” their skills, interests
and perceptions. Furthermore, the possibility of dia-
logue is pre-empted whenever futures options are
framed and presented as pre-given ‘“alternatives”
which invite selection, but not revision and reinter-
pretation. The latter is central to a critical view of
futurism, as will be explored further below. For now
we may simply note that the taken-for-grantedness
and lack of reflexivity that characterizes much fu-
turist writing can also be related to a “one dimen-
sional” use of language. This remains an unresolved,
and largely unexamined, problem.

As the present inquiry proceeds it will become in-
creasingly evident that the literature and rhetoric of
the futures field is replete with examples of ideas, as-
sumptions, claims and concepts presented “at face
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value,” in a wholly unproblematic manner, as if lan-
guage bore a clear and unambiguous relationship to
the “real” world. In American work this may be
taken as evidence of the dominance of empirical-ra-
tional traditions of inquiry in social science, an in-
fluence which many writers accept as normal and
natural. Since the USA is perhaps the major center
of futures related activity, such tendencies have per-
vasive effects. That this problem may not be re-
stricted to the futures field is implied by Carey, who
writes,
European and American work derives from quite dif-
ferent kinds of intellectual puzzles and is grounded in
two different metaphors for communication.
American studies are grounded in a transmission or
transportation view of communication. They see [it]
as a process of transmitting messages at a distance
for the purpose of control. By contrast, the pre-
ponderant view of communication in European stud-
ies is a ritual one: [it] is viewed as a process through
which a shared culture is created, modified, and
transformed.

While we should beware of drawing exact paral-
lels, it is evident that there are analogous differences
of approach in the futures field. American work is, as
we have seen, characteristically broad in scope, op-
timistic in tone and ambitious in character. On the
other hand, European work tends to be more lim-
ited, equivocal and frequently preoccupied with sub-
stantive or parochial concerns. It is always danger-
ous to generalize, but words like ‘‘change,”
“control,” “choice,” and “action” appear to mean
quite different things on either side of the Atlantic.
Each presupposes a theory of some kind and a net-
work of assumptions, so their frequent unproblem-
atic use risks superficiality and incoherence. When
we read that “the steam engine.. made human
muscle obsolete, but the microprocessor is initiating
the obsolescence of the human brain” it is obvious
that the writer has simplified complex issues to the
point of caricature.!? That this is not simply an iso-
lated example may be seen by the following extract
from Future Shock, wherein the author suggests
that

in the three short decades between now and the turn
of the next millennium, millions of psychologically
normal people will experience an abrupt collision with
the future. Affluent, educated citizens of the world’s
richest and most technically advanced nations, they
will fall victim to tomorrow’s most menacing malady:
the disease of change. Unable to keep up with the su-
percharged pace of change, brought to the edge of
breakdown by incessant demands to adapt to novelty,
many will plunge into future shock. For them the fu-
ture will have arrived too soon. 13 [My emphases]

One of the startling features of this passage (and
others like it) is that it underrates sources of stabil-
ity and continuity in human culture. Another is the
way the author is somehow assumed to stand outside
the processes he is attempting to describe. Again,
“change” is portrayed as an irresistable and wholly
external force that leaves individuals “shocked” and
incapable of effective responses. Even without these
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defects, the presence of such tortured metaphors as
“collision with the future,” and “disease of change,”
suggest that something is badly wrong. Clearly the
whole passage, and indeed the “future shock” thesis
itself, propounds unacceptable views of language,
culture and the possibility of personal agency. Yet
the book achieved best seller status and, more seri-
ously, many of its terms and assumptions can be
found unquestioned throughout futures literature.

It goes without saying that there are many writers
who labor hard to avoid these pitfalls. However,
there are few American futurists who show an
awareness of the permeability of language, of the
ways it is interwoven with inherited meanings, of
how it both reveals and conceals aspects of the world
we take to be real. Hence, in a critical futurism we
need to recognize that language mediates the inter-
pretation of experience and is constitutive of under-
standing. It follows that normative statements
about what should, or should not be, inevitably re-
flect the preferences and interests of those who utter
them. This renders the possibility of objectivity and
value-free knowledge extremely problematic, and
cuts the ground from under the feet of anyone who
implicitly or otherwise, assumes a superior view-
point. More positively, it points the way to meta-
phors for communication that have less to do with
persuasion and control than with dialogue and nego-
tiation. The grounds for this position are set out be-
low.

Ideology and Bias

Limitations of space preclude an in-depth treat-
ment of ideology, but we can outline some of the is-
sues with a bearing upon it. Prominent among these
is the way that claims to scientific status regularly
recur within the field. From the viewpoint adopted
here such claims detract from futurists’ credibility
because they unintentionally misrepresent what the
latter can aspire to achieve. Furthermore, when such
claims embody notions of “objective” and “value
free” knowledge, they serve to obscure the political
and ideological dimensions of futures problems.

A number of observers have stressed the unavoid-
able subjectivity of the futurist, but this notion has
little explanatory power. It is a long way from the
idea of “situatedness” which is arguably of greater
value. The latter implies that the complex network
of meanings and relationships encompassing indi-
viduals can be viewed not as a weakness to be
avoided, but as an unavoidable and positive
attribute of all social life on which the researcher
can, and must, draw. Concepts and understandings
of this kind appear to be uncommon in American fu-
turism as is suggested by Geoffrey Fletcher’s reasons
for reacting against one more proposal for a ‘science’
of futurism.

Fletcher’s main objections were, in summary, that
first “‘a science of futurology” and the pursuit of a
consensus view which this implies “would severely
limit—if not eliminate—a wide range of potentially
functional images, methodologies and roles.” A sec-
ond objection concerned the proposition that uni-
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versities were the ideal place for this new “science.”
This, he suggests, would “disenfranchise a large ma-
jority of stakeholders in futures study” (i.e. non-aca-
demics). The final objection arose from the view
that such a “science” would be concerned with pre-
diction. He writes, “a search of the literature I did in
1978 made it clear that the term ‘predict’ is not nor-
mally used in the field... [hence]....I maintain

. that we should not speak of ‘correct’ forecasts,
but of usable ones.”

There is no doubt that such objections play an im-
portant corrective role and may be seen as part of
the developing critical tradition within the field. But
critiques of this nature do not penetrate to the
deeper sources of difficulty—in this case the ques-
tion of whether or not the implicit model of science
involved is applicable to futurism. In part two of this
paper I will suggest that it is not. Here we may note

“The ‘future shock’ thesis
propounds unacceptable views of
language, culture, and the
possibility of human agency.”

that concepts such as reductionism, bias, subjectiv-
ity and elitism tend to fall short of the mark because
they de-focus questions of ideology, power relation-
ships and fundamentally conflicting interests. One
consequence is a marked dissonance, frequently en-
countered in futurist writing, between the clear
emancipatory intent of the work and the instru-
mental undertones in the language used. This is par-
ticularly noticeable when notions of control, regula-
tion and urgent warning are present. Hence, one
task of a critical futurism should be to reveal these
internal contradictions and further develop the
emancipatory potential of the field.

Ida Hoos’ critique of “scientific” and quantitative
approaches to forecasting illustrates the value, and
some of the limitations, of an approach utilizing no-
tions of reductionism and bias. She suggests that the
use of techniques “encompassing systems analysis,
cost/benefit analysis and program budgeting” led re-
searchers to overlook their own biases and to sim-
plify problems, emptying them of much of their hu-
man significance. “The avalanche of figures” she
writes, “ .. present a simplified and often distorted
view of reality because only the quantifiable is taken
into account; the non-quantifiable, which may be
crucial, is systematically excluded.” Hence, she con-
cludes, “the data base (of futures research) is more
often than not its Achilles heel.””'®* We should bear in
mind that these comments apply predominantly to
the “hard” pole of the research spectrum which is
now, perhaps, less dominant. Similarly, quantifica-
tion is more commonly seen as one approach among
many. Nevertheless, her caution is well founded. The
risk of reductionism remains whenever aspects of
the real world are taken from their living context
and translated into computer models, simulations
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and exercises in systems analysis. The critique re-
mains useful, but it locates the source of the problem
in techniques and methodologies rather than in the
fundamental meanings and presuppositions deriving
from cultural and disciplinary traditions. These in-
sights can be deepened and extended via a critical/
hermeneutic perspective without which it is doubt-
ful whether questions of reductionism and bias can
be adequately defined, let alone resolved.

Some of the most penetrating critiques of the
ideological content of futurism appear to originate in
Europe. Futurists here have been less willing to look
to what Mulkay calls “the standard model of sci-
ence” for support. Hence, while the USA remains
the heartland of futurism, European writers and
critics may have an important role in evaluating its
assumptions and claims. Indeed, it may well be that

“The tendency [of futurists like Bell
and Kahn] to take as ‘given’ the
existing socio-political status quo
... could be viewed as an attempt
to ‘colonize the future’ on behalf of
existing elites.”

inter-cultural comment and debate may be inher-
ently more penetrating due to the differences in per-
spective arising from immersion in different cul-
tural and academic traditions. Thus, for example,
Goldthorpe detected strong historicist elements in
American work not least of which is a “clear con-
centration on economic and technical forecasting.”
The tendency to view change in these dimensions
“as the key dynamic or ... constraining forces
within modern societies” is, he suggests, associated
with neglect of “the way social actions can impinge
upon [such] processes to speed, check, divert them,
etc.”16

Goldthorpe stands for many writers, not all of
whom are Europeans, who reserve particular criti-
cism for the work of Bell and Kahn. Here he found a
neglect of values and their role in bringing about, or
resisting, social change, a tendency to take as
“given” the existing socio-political status quo and a
technocratic, meritocratic view of post-industri-
alism. The seeming inevitability of such phenomena
could be viewed as an attempt to “colonize the fu-
ture” on behalf of existing elites. Furthermore, and
this is the key point in the present context, Gold-
thorpe reveals the ideological significance of viewing
factors other than economic and technical trends as
“social problems.” He writes:

the language of social problems can be used to discuss
what are often in fact situations of social conflict in
such ways as to politically ‘de-fuse’ them—minimiz-
ing the apparent relevance of partisan differences or
rival ideologies, while maximizing that of non-ideo-
logical, pragmatic techno-administrative solutions.
Politics then becomes reduced to little more than
haggling over the respective merits of those ‘solu-
tions’ which the experts deem to be feasible.
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In the view of the foregoing it is difficult to see
how the World Future Society, or any other organi-
zation, can be “nonpartisan and ideologically neu-
tral.”® All viewpoints are supported by commit-
ments some of which cannot help but be ideological
in nature even if this means pursuing an ideal of
neutrality within a context of specific power rela-
tionships. The latter are now clearly global in scope
and Miles comments that futurists who fail “to chal-
lenge the dominant interpretation of world eco-
nomic relationships as being mutually rewarding to
rich and poor alike,” risk the charge of ethnocentri-
cism.'® Elsewhere the same writer reminds us that
“underlying even the most sophisticated quantita-
tive analysis is a core of assumptions that are politi-
cal, not solely technical.” In this view, “the domi-
nant features of forecasting are structured by a set of
dominant—but not monolithic—interests.””20

This is not the place to analyze the ideological
commitments of American futurism, important as
this task is. However, it is clear that a good deal of
futurist expertise is committed to maintaining the
status quo and, further, that by focusing on lower or-
der concerns, the developing internal tradition of
criticism has not yet dealt effectively with such is-
sues. Thus Miles’ contention that “the essential
complement to the widening and deepening of public
debate about the future is a critique of the ideologi-
cal dimensions of all futures research” seems well
founded.?’ Where deep-seated oppositions of inter-
est are obscured by a functionalist, conflict-free,
view of society, futurism can be mystificatory in ef-
fect if not in intent. That this is a key issue for the
whole futures field, not just the professional futur-
ists, can be seen in the popular works on both sides
of the Atlantic which extrapolate uncritically from
the present, taking as “natural” the existing web of
social relations. Obscuring questions of power, value
and purpose behind an impressive facade of tech-
nical wonders may be particularly dysfunctional, the
effect being to close off futures potentials from ex-
ploration by the wider public. Thus ideological na-
ivety may, in some cases, actually prevent futurism
from fulfilling one of its deepest purposes: the elabo-
ration of alternative futures.

There is evidence that some American futurists
are reaching similar conclusions. For example the
account of “negative futurism” advanced by Wag-
schal and Anzilone, while not without its defects, re-
pudiates the attempt to maintain an apolitical
stance.?? Such developments indicate that, while not
yet approaching maturity, the futures field may have
passed beyond its infancy. Earlier claims now seem
overstated. The once popular “future shock” thesis
with its exaggerated view of the inevitability of tech-
nical change and its grossly under-dimensioned view
of human personality is no longer convincing. In-
deed, the recognition that there are limits to what
the field may hope to achieve can lead to a more re-
alistic assessment of its strengths and weaknesses.
The area is complex, dynamic, evolving and it may
be too much to expect that internal problems and
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inconsistencies will pass away. Complete or correct
answers are less likely than more or less adequate
ones. Michael Young’s comment that “the gazer into
the future has never yet found a really comfortable
intellectual position, and perhaps never should un-
less, that is, he is a preacher,” has wide applicabil-
ity.2? But this does not mean that there is nothing to
be done. On the contrary, futurists can do much to
put their own house in better order.

To be more effective, the futures field can begin to
clarify its use of guiding concepts and metaphors, re-
lating these to cultural presuppositions and tradi-
tions of inquiry which can be easily mistaken as in-
evitable, neutral and value free. One result could be a
more accessible style of discourse. In this regard, it
should emphatically disown the hectoring, insistent
tone adopted by some in the past and consciously
develop strategies of communication based more on
dialogue and negotiation. It can also seek a more
credible balance between stability and change, rec-
ognizing the mutual existence of each rather than
tending to overstress the latter. Above all it can seek
to develop a better understanding of its own, often
obscured, ideological commitments.
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In part two of this three-part essay, to be published in the September/October 1984 issue of the .BUL'LETIN, we will
consider how critical/hermeneutic approaches and insights from the sociology of science can assist in this process.
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