Comments on Mary Morgan’s paper ‘Recognising Glass Ceilings and Sticky Floors’, First workshop ‘Knowledge/Value’, University of Chicago, 3-4 June 2011

Using Values to Recognise Facts and Act Upon Them

I had the privilege of working as a post-doc in Mary’s project ‘How Well Do Facts Travel?’ at the London School of Economics between 2006 and 2008. This fact has value for the purposes of this workshop, since Mary has had a great influence on how I think about ‘facts’. Her recent work on this topic provokes new thinking about facticity not just as a category in itself, but as an entry point to examine and evaluate how different communities use knowledge. When I arrived at the LSE in 2006, I thought I knew something about how facts emerge and dissolve at the intersection between knowledge and value, and about the role played by models, idealisations and abstractions in making this possible. Years of training in the history, philosophy and social studies of science had convinced me that facts do not exist if not as devices, constructs, theory-laden results of human speculation, which are reified and given for granted within specific contexts for specific, value-laden reasons. This conviction still stands; but is now accompanied by an appreciation of how difficult it is to reconstruct and understand the conditions and human efforts that make it possible for certain pieces of knowledge, and not others, to be seen as facts in and across specific contexts. Indeed one of the most interesting features of the present paper is the array of methods and concepts through which it seeks to reconstruct an extremely complex piece of history: the several trajectories through which ‘middle-level facts’ journey within various social contexts (and are thus often treated as having different epistemic, social, political and economic value depending on which context they inhabit), eventually congregating to establish the existence of a general phenomenon and to make that phenomenon identifiable through a specific label, the ‘glass ceiling’. This is a story where facts and values construct each other – as Mary puts it, ‘labels and their discussion provide an important means by which the glass ceiling phenomena come to be described and recognised in the various communities’ (p.2-3). To put it even more strongly, value is part of the definition of the fact in this case. The glass ceiling is not just a statement of a state of affairs – it is also, as made clear at several points in Mary’s narration, a statement about how different actors and organisations judge and explain that state of affairs, and about which actions should follow from that recognition. Glass ceilings are not identified simply as the fact that women and ethinic minorities are discriminated against in the workplace, but rather as the fact that employment mobility for women and ethnic minorities is blocked by institutional barriers which need to be identified and removed. This is a phenomenon identified through a specific explanation for its existence – a situation commonly found within social science, but regrettably understudied within STS scholarship. 

Civil Ontology and Experienced Knowledge

This feature of the ‘glass ceiling’ phenomenon also ties it with an activist agenda – one that explicitly challenges the interpretation of the glass ceiling as a ‘simple fact’ or ‘description’ to be accepted (as Mary discusses when presenting arguments about ‘who is hiding behind the glass ceiling and why can’t we see them?’, p.20-21). This brings me to highlight what I think is one of the crucial and most provocative points, in need of much discussion and expansion, made within this paper: the idea of civil ontology. Mary points to the ways in which the recognition of glass ceilings is intertwined with a commitment to advocacy (p. 24). Mary argues that the explicit normative and ‘standpoint’ nature of research by the social scientists involved was not perceived by them to take anything away from the validity of their inquiries – in fact, it was seen as a crucial motivation and validation for their research. This is, first of all, an extremely interesting empirical point, and it would be illuminating to revisit it by looking at what must surely have been the other side of the medal in this case: i.e., how advocates with different commitments (that of not recognising discrimination or attributing it to local factors) have attacked the notion of ‘glass ceiling’ as a widespread institutional phenomenon. I would be interested in getting a fuller picture of what the arguments against the ‘glass ceiling’ were, and to which extent they were based on attacking the methodology/credibility of social scientists committed to that idea. Were social scientists collecting data on the glass ceiling actually accused of lack of objectivity? Did controversies around the glass ceiling ever involve controversy over the values involved in doing that research, and particularly a distinction between political/social values and ‘scientific ones’?

Beyond the empirical questions arising from Mary’s interpretation, the very concept of civil ontology is one that deserves extended discussion. I am persuaded of the usefulness of pointing to how civil society, with its values and dynamics and complex sets of intentions and motivations, shapes the content of social science and particularly the type and characteristics of its objects. What I wonder is the extent to which, in order to make this point, we should try to distinguish between experienced and scientific knowledge as different approaches altogether.  Mary herself remarks how difficult it is to maintain scientific and experiential approaches as distinct categories, p.23, and presents the distinction as an analytic rather than a descriptive tool. Still, she depicts the category of experienced knowledge (as opposed to scientific) as the backbone of the very idea of civil ontology: ‘I use civil ontology to refer both to the role of civil society as a co-operative partner in the delivery of social scientific knowledge, but equally - and perhaps more saliently - to the role of experienced knowledge (acquired through lay experience) as opposed to scientific knowledge (acquired professionally through scientific methods) in the construction of the content of that knowledge’.

I see her study of the glass ceiling as pointing to a potentially different way to understand civil ontology. Rather than opposing the categories of lay and scientific knowledge, what seems to be happening here is that lay knowledge is recognised as crucial source of evidence within science. And not only a source of evidence: human experience here provides motivation, values, and preferences that shape the methods and objectives chosen to carry out the research, as well as how research is carried out by scientists on an everyday basis. Social scientists are definitely members of society and recognise not only their civic responsibilities (in ways resonant with Sheila Jasanoff’s work on civic epistemology) but also the ways in which their everyday experiences shape and direct their findings. This idea, usually anathema to traditional accounts of how objectivity is constructed in natural science, is crucial and very important to elaborate upon within this workshop – and based on my reading of the biological sciences which I research in my own work, a very important point to stress in the natural sciences too.  What the social scientists in this story bring to the construction and establishment of phenomena in their field is a strong awareness of how their interaction with and judgement of their subjects affects their results – an awareness which involves experiential knowledge, but is not limited to it. What does civil ontology actually encompass? How does experienced knowledge intertwine fact and value? How is that different from the ways in which scientific knowledge does it? And what role do institutions, whether scientific or corporate or political, play in shaping civil ontology? 

Chasing Phenomena

Another, interrelated point I wish to highlight as fertile ground for discussion is the nature of facts as examined in this paper. Mary’s central premise here is that facts certainly exist as actor categories at specific points in time and space, and it matters tremendously which knowledge claims are awarded this status, when, by whom, how, and which with purposes, if any. This is beautifully demonstrated by the case of the glass ceiling, where the establishment of gender discrimination as a fact of the American corporate workplace was at once the product of and the trigger for policy and economic reforms.  Also, facts travel far and wide. They might transform depending on who adopts them, or they might keep what Mary likes to call their ‘integrity’: in all cases, their travel is the laborious result of specific sets of circumstances and judgements. A wonderful paradox of this work is that facts are portrayed as crucial elements in an epistemic landscape, and yet they are not given agency in a straightforward sense. Facts are units of knowledge that can trigger human action and justify, stabilise or destabilise specific social circumstances; at the same time, these roles can only be performed through the work of human agents in interpreting, disseminating, avoiding facts. In this vision, facts are constantly constructed and legitimised, and yet it matters that they get to travel across different social contexts and retain a degree of integrity and permanence during their travels. Focusing on what counts as fact, what travels as fact, what gets used as fact, is an insightful way to think about epistemology as an embodied, social process.

This framework can be significantly related to the questions raised about phenomena and their ‘discovery’ within the last century of history and philosophy of science. How do phenomena relate to data, theories and hypothesis within science? Are phenomena discovered or constructed? These questions have animated debates in both analytic and continental approaches to the study of science.  On the analytic side, philosophers Jim Bogen and James Woodward, presented a sophisticated analysis of the relation between data and phenomena in a seminal paper published in 1988. Their analysis did not resolve the fundamental tension between the idea of phenomena as human-made labels for reality (thus, to an extent, constructed products of human interpretation and knowledge of the world); and the idea of phenomena as real objects in the world. In fact, they exploited this tension in order to raise deep questions about how we distinguish between data and phenomena, in which contexts this separation emerges and for which epistemic and practical reasons. Hacking’s and Rheinberger’s work are other obvious instances of analyses where this tension between what is made and what is found has been put to productive use. Even if she does not explicitly build on this connection, Mary’s paper is also a provocative continuation of the continental tradition in thinking about phenomena, particularly of course Bachelard’s notion of phenomenotechnique, where phenomena are (to use a more contemporary term) co-produced through the development of experimental techniques and instruments for the investigation of nature. Mary seems to go further than all of the scholars above, by thinking of the glass ceiling as a phenomenon whose definition incorporates a specific explanation for its existence, and particularly an explanation involving deep political and social commitments. As she puts it, what has previously been conceptualized as ‘research context’ becomes an active component of its content, its ontology. 

Typologies of Facts

A third element of Mary’s paper that I think deserves attention is the implicit typology of facts populating her account. Mary refers to several types of facts, each of which has different features and deserves attention as playing a different set of epistemic roles. There are experiential facts such as anecdotal evidence and subjective narratives of personal experience. Empirical data, which we referred to as ‘small facts’ within the LSE project, also play an important role. Middle-level facts are conceptualised as important pathways to the recognition of phenomena – and phenomena themselves can be thought of as big, general facts made of lots of other, smaller facts. Was the ‘discovery’ of the glass ceiling the result of an accumulation of facts about gender inequalities in the workplace? Mary’s arguments support the idea that this picture of inductive discovery is, to some extent, accurate: several middle-level facts had to be assembled and established as evidence to reveal, label, conceptualise a general phenomenon. But this simplistic reading is complicated by her view of how facts are established and recognised. Does it matter what facts come in different ‘sizes’, and how is size, and its epistemic role, defined? Do facts need to be arranged in hierarchies for a phenomenon to become established? And, thinking about facts more generally, how do the qualities of facts, whether conceptualized as intrinsic to them or attributed to them, affect the ways in which they are adopted and used? Do facts shift qualities when travelling across contexts? It is clear, even just from this reconstruction of the history of the ‘glass ceiling’ label,  that the same fact can serve different purposes and be used as data, middle-level fact or as a general phenomenon depending on the situation. A deeper understanding of the specifics of these processes of valuation, scaling, ordering and correlating would certainly help furthering our conceptualization of fact/value.
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