One of the key theorists we have been reading in class is Ludwik Fleck. His “Genesis and Development of Scientific Fact” is a foundational work of historical epistemology, and has arguments that prefigure lines of argument in a number of strands of science studies. In attempting to think beyond Foucault for ways to think about Knowledge / Value as a problematic, Fleck was one of the key theorists we read. This was partly to think about Fleck’s methodology, and whether that provides us something useful to think with. But there were also specific parts of the book where Fleck’s relationship to the social, and to questions of value emerged in critical ways. Below are some reflections by people in the class to these parts and passages. 
An implicit parallel seems to emerge between the objects of scientific inquiry, and the sociological organization of scientific knowledge itself.  In other words, they appear to have an isomorphic structure.  For example, on p. 61, we are told that an infectious disease should not be conceptualized as a singular ‘invasion’ because ‘A completely foreign organism could find no receptors capable of reaction and thus could not generate a biological process.  It is therefore better to speak of a complicated revolution within the complex life unit than of an invasion of it.’  Similarly, Fleck’s analysis of the discovery of the Wasserman reaction suggests that a fact cannot arise suddenly and externally to pre-existing thought styles – rather, it must have ‘receptors’ already present within the thought community.  Even then, the fact emerges at a point that cannot be precisely identified: much like the Wasserman reaction itself, which required the careful mixing and adjustment of reagents until the reaction became useful, the discovery of the reaction was the result of the contribution and intercourse of a collective mass of people.  The ambiguity surrounding the exact chemical moment in which the test becomes useful mirrors the ambiguity surrounding the exact epistemological moment of the discovery of the test itself.  In this way, the Wasserman reaction, and the complex network of the biological organism itself, signal indeterminacies that can be mapped at the level of the social.  The ambiguity of the fact that the Wasserman reaction is related to syphilis seems to parallel the ambiguity of the fact that Wasserman is related to the Wasserman reaction.  In both cases, a connection can be drawn, but its conditions can only be imprecisely known.  It seems that Fleck did not choose his object of inquiry lightly - the Wasserman reaction is a philosophical object in which the ambivalent, emergent, and indeterminate coordinates of social life can be viewed.

How “utility” emerges as a value in Fleck, the relationship of that to thinking about commodity, fetish etc, how that might open up considerations of value that are of relevance to thinking about neoliberalism
Utility: On page 72-73, Fleck claims that the relation of the Wasserman Reaction to syphilis became a fact because of its extreme utility, and that the reaction “became useful”. While it may seem self-evident that something useful may become valued or important, the determination of utility itself is more than meets the eye. Utility in this case involves the value that the fact can contribute both towards dealing with syphilis as a physical/biological and a moral/social question. This tension and negotiation between material and symbolic forces evokes the kinds of values present in the commodity form (as theorized by Marx). The fact in Fleck seems akin to the commodity; a “queer thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties”. The value/utility of the Wasserman reaction is not either material or symbolic, the material (contributing to curing a disease) and the social (contributing to solving syphilis as a social problem, accruing prestige to the scientists) values are inextricably linked (and there are social values to curing a disease and material values gained from solving a social question and gaining prestige). Furthermore, like the fetish of the commodity, it seems like the production of facts can conceal the social character and present itself as an objective relation. I don’t mean to suggest a direct translation between the fact and the commodity, but the similarity between the calculations of utility/value seems an important concept to think about given the increasing importance of knowledge and knowledge “products” in neoliberal regimes.

This question of utility also points more broadly to the relationship between epistemological and sociological conceptions in Fleck:
This passage also points to Fleck’s broader argument that the development of knowledge in science is not a linear process, although in retrospect it tends to be narrated in this way. He contests the view in which new scientific facts develop from a clear hypothesis, which is then confirmed or rejected on the basis of objectively observed experiments. Rather than being a foundational starting point, ‘syphilis’ as a construct of scientific knowledge emerged together with the Wasserman reaction as a useful test for its presence, with the two co-constituting one another. Fleck claims that pin-pointing the moment of origin for the emergence of the relation between syphilis and the Wasserman reaction is impossible, and that it cannot be explained logically. He goes on to claim that its status as a ‘useful’ test cannot be explained through reference to individual minds or theoretical questions, but in relation to collective experience. We found that Fleck foregrounds the importance of experience and practice to a thought collective in this passage in a particularly explicit way. The Wasserman reaction as a useful test for syphilis did not emerge through collective thinking and communication alone, but also through collective practice, where mostly anonymous research workers repeated the test again and again, each time making slight adjustments to the procedure, until at some point it became 70 to 90 percent reliable for the presence of syphilis. It seems that as practice became standardized and stabilized, so too did the thought style of the collective, as scientists came to perform, observe and interpret the results of the Wasserman reaction in the same way. 

The passages on pages 72-73 also evokes questions of convergence between the material and the social, that is, the material phenomenon of the Wassermann reaction and the "way of seeing" generated by the thought collective that "saw" the Wassermann reaction as potentially related to syphilis, and its connection to the intentional practices that make it a fact.  As a consequence of the "decisive turn" described by Fleck in the passage on page 72 - and in the space between this turn and the establishment of the "fact" - we can also see the emergence of intention on the part of the thought collective, the point at which the collective actively begins to strive for the establishment of the fact.  As he explains in earlier pages, the material phenomenon of the Wassermann reaction existed a priori to its being seen as a useful test for syphilis (as Wassermann and Bruck had been previously utilizing it for tuberculosis).  So did the "edifice of knowledge" (61) inhabited by the thought collective, in which circulated both notions of antigens as indicators of disease-causing bacteria and the idea of syphilitic blood.  In many cases and contexts (we may even say this about Fleck's own work), various observations, phenomena, or findings can remain buried or at the margins, until they are "seen" by the thought collective.  But then, its members must work actively and intentionally to establish phenomena (or relations between them) as a "fact" - these are the practices referred to in the previous paragraph.  So how does this intentionality emerge, especially "with disregard for theoretical questions and the ideas of individuals" (73)?  Why does it come about in particular moments?  Can we think about the emergence of intention as a result of the convergence between the historical trajectory of the collective's thought style, its social or symbolic value or "utility" (that Christien talks about) - which is related to the historical moment - and the material phenomena itself?  In Fleck's words, this convergence can be read as the "rewarding and tedious work of the collective…as a consequence of the special social importance of the syphilis question and of the problem regarding change in syphilitic blood" (73).  Thinking about the convergence of thought style, material phenomena, social importance/value of the moment, and intentionality has implications, perhaps, for how we can approach the idea of "conjuncture" - not only in what factors come together to instigate processes of epistemic change, but also in the subsequent work that is done in order to make it happen.
More on thought collectives, and the relationship of how Fleck develops that notion to questions of Knowledge / Value

p50-51 “[Certain philosophers] believe that our present-day scientific opinions are in complete contrast with all other ways of thinking. As if we had become wise and our eyes had been opened, they believe that we have simply discarded the naive self-consciousness of thought processes which are primitive or archaic. We are supposedly in possession of “correct thinking“ and “correct observation,” and therefore what we declare to be true is ipso facto true. What those others... declare to be true seems to be true only to them.... 


Would it not be possible to manage entirely without something fixed? Both thinking and facts are changeable, if only because changes in thinking manifest themselves in changed facts. Conversely, fundamentally new facts can be discovered only through new thinking...


The fruitfulness of the thought collective theory is revealed especially in the facility with which it enables us to compare primitive, archaic, naive, and psychotic types of thinking and to investigate them uniformly. It can also be applied to the thinking of a whole nation, a class or any group no matter how it is constituted. I consider the postulate “to maximize experience” the supreme law of scientific thinking. Thus, once the possibility of such comparative epistemology arises, it becomes a duty to carry it out. The old point of view, which is confined to normative pronouncements about “bad” and “good” thinking, is accordingly obsolete.” 

**********

We chose this passage because we found the issue of perspectival or relative knowledge, which it discusses, to be a crucial implication of Fleck’s “thought collective.” He says that dominant modern scientific thought is no truer than any other kind of thought, although its adherents certainly think it is. Not only this, but truth does not exist apart from a particular knower’s perspective. He suggests that we do entirely without the idea that something “fixed” and independent of us exists in the world. There is no independently “real” or “true” knowledge about reality, nor any independently “real” or “true” reality. 

Fleck’s proposal of the radical ontological contingency is echoed in Latour’s work. Similarly with the critique of Latour, we can ask where and how to attribute agency and wonder whether we actually need the idea of an ontological real that exists a priori. For the purposes of our investigation on knowledge and value, we should consider how the denial of an a priori real structures the production of knowledge and value. Fleck seems to use it to make the point that perspectival interpretations (individual thought collectives/styles/ shall we say, regimes?) are equally wrong in claiming that they are the only right option. But then how does Fleck claim to stand outside of this? To what extent can a comparative anthropology escape the hubris of the thought collective?

Perhaps Haraway’s idea of situated knowledges can be of use here. By claiming a perspective, and being as particular, and accountable, and interested in others’ perspectives as possible, there could arise an objectivity that is “not about disengagement but about mutual and usually unequal structuring” (595). A comparative anthropology that escapes the “catch 22” above would have to, precisely, not stand outside of the radical ontological contingency, but claim its situatedness within it, accepting Haraway’s pronouncement that “we have, finally, no clear and distinct ideas” (596). This might be the only - and most socially responsible - way to avoid what Fleck calls “obsolete” pronouncements about good and bad thinking. 

This particular passage is revelatory of Fleck’s methodology in approaching the “idea of syphilis” as it brings to light a possible foundational approach to understanding epistemology. I could not help but to think of Marx while reading through this chapter. One of the most compelling aspects of Fleck’s argument is the way in which he indirectly invokes the idea of alienation in that human beings collectively produce a system or structure which in turn dominates us both materially and epistemologically. 


In thinking about knowledge/value, Fleck’s approach is useful in bringing to light the cyclical connection between these two points of analysis. More precisely, the epistemological necessities and values of a particular thought style have a determinate effect on the production of scientific knowledge. Fleck points to this on page 47 when he writes, “All these thinkers trained in sociology and classics, however, no matter how productive their ideas, commit a characteristic error. They exhibit an excessive respect, bordering on pious reverence, for scientific facts.” What strikes me as so poignant about this passage is that Fleck is implying that scientific knowledge—which I equate, maybe erroneously, with facts—is fundamentally tied to questions of collective value.  Locating value becomes a matter of comparative epistemology.  As Fleck notes, “every theme in the sequence of ideas originates from the notions belonging to the collective” (41). If the expressions of the thought collective (the subsequent themes in the sequence of ideas) are intimately tied to a particular epistemology, then what might follow is the possibility of characterizing the episteme from nearly any starting point—as in, any part contains the whole. The task is then to trace the networks of ideas, practices, and artifacts particular to any thought collective. 

