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Lecture 19: Scientific Anarchism and Democracy 
 

What’s so special about science? 

We have seen philosophers of science struggle to pin down exactly 
what it is that distinguishes science from non-science. 

Bacon thought that science is derived directly from facts or data. 
This makes science a purely empirical project, but one that has 
some problems. One of these is that we would have to make 
inductive inferences from single observations to general 
theories, which is logically invalid. 

Popper acknowledged the problem of induction and instead 
introduced falsifiability as a demarcation criterion of science. 
Kuhn and others have argued that this is too strict and that 
important knowledge could get lost. In contrast, Kuhn’s theory 
of scientific paradigms depicts science as a community of 
theoretical consensus, where the existing paradigm defines 
theories, methods, research questions and concepts. 

Paul Feyerabend (1924-1994) sees the failed attempts to define 
science as a clear indication that there is actually nothing 
special about science that separates it from non-science. 
Science is just one among many ideologies that we might have. 

 

Against Method: anything goes 

According to Feyerabend, all the proposed theories by 
philosophers of science are inconsistent with the actual 
history of science. These theories give an inaccurate 
description of how scientific discoveries are actually made. 
They also fail to provide guiding rules for scientists of how to 
choose one scientific theory over another. 

What history of science shows, he argues, is that there are no clear 
rules or methods in science. Scientific activity is messy and 
unsystematic, and many great discoveries were pure accidents 
or by-products of entirely different research programmes (as 
we heard in Samantha Copeland’s lecture on serendipity). 

In the book, Against Method, Feyerabend instead argues for an 
anarchist approach to knowledge: anything goes. He proposes 
methodological pluralism: the scientist is free to choose her 
own methodological approach. 

There is nothing about scientific methods and theories that makes 
them objectively superior to unscientific ones. Astrology, tarot 
cards, magic: if we believe in the framework, we will always be 
able to find empirical confirmation of the theory. 

This is why we say that Feyerabend is a scientific anarchist. 
Anarchism is the idea that no government or control is 
necessary for a system to function well. Freedom from 
authority is thus an important part of anarchist ideology. 

 

Science is the new religion 

Science is often contrasted with religion. History typically tells us 
that science saved us from the authority and superstition of 
religion and brought enlightenment instead. While religion is 
dogmatic and unquestioned, science is a systematic, self-
critical and objective search for truth. 

Feyerabend rejects this distinction between science and religion. 
Instead, he argues that science has become the new religion. 

In his 1975 lecture, “How to defend society against science”, he 
argues that science does not deserve the privileged status it 
holds in society as a generator of truth. Today, scientific facts 

are taught in schools in the same way that religious facts used 
to be taught only a century ago: as undeniable truths. 
University education has become more about theoretical 
indoctrination than critical reflection. 

Alternatives to science are systematically dismissed only and 
precisely because they are not scientific. This shows what 
authority science has become in society. “Science has now 
become as oppressive as the ideologies it had once to fight”. 

 

Science and money 

Is the comparison between science and religion too strong? After 
all, people used to be beheaded for religious blasphemy, 
something that could not happen in our civilised society. But, 
Feyerabend argues, although no one gets killed for opposing 
science, heretics of science still suffer the most severe 
punishment available. This is related to the high stakes of 
modern science: not truth, not religion, but money. 

Research is increasingly funded by parties with financial interests 
in the results: genetic research is funded by the food industry, 
geological research by the oil industry, and medical research 
by the pharmaceutical industry. If an institution is in danger of 
losing research funding because of unwanted results, it is easy 
to get rid of researchers and data. 

Another financial interest in research lies in the patent laws. Unlike 
resources that exist naturally (food or plants), artificially 
produced chemicals can be patented and made into big 
business. If we follow the money and see who benefits from 
the results, we might find that there are heavy interests 
swaying the scientific debate on what is safe or harmful. 

 

Intellectual freedom, democracy and power 

Feyerabend promotes intellectual freedom and argues that 
modern science inhibits freedom of thought. It doesn’t help 
that science claims to discover truth. Freedom is more 
important than truth. Without intellectual freedom to 
challenge existing truths, science becomes stupid and 
dogmatic. We need a battle of ideas: 

Any ideology that makes man question inherited beliefs is an 
aid to enlightenment. A truth that reigns without checks and 
balances is a tyrant who must be overthrown, and any 
falsehood that can aid us in the overthrow of this tyrant is to 
be welcomed. (Feyerabend 1975) 

Scientific progress cannot happen if we remove any opposition. 
We should instead welcome alternative viewpoints. Is this 
something we do? Consider the public views on alternative 
medicine or alternative explanations to evolution. Do we 
welcome opposition or silence it? How about in research? 

To silence the opponents, all we have to say is that they are non-
scientific. But is this critical thinking? What counts as scientific 
will at any point be decided by the dominating paradigm. 

Many philosophers now challenge the objectivity of science. In the 
book Whose Science? Whose Knowledge? Sandra Harding argues 
that we cannot “understand or explain the world we live in or the 
real choices we have, as long as the sciences describe and explain 
the world primarily from the perspectives of the lives of the 
dominant groups.” If dominant groups in society also dominate 
science, and science dominates society, this is a serious 
democratic problem. 



PHI102 EXAMEN PHILOSOPHICUM – RANI LILL ANJUM 
 

Discussion questions 

What is Feyerabend’s main concerns about science? 

How does science compare with religion, according to him? 

What do you take to be the main lesson from Feyerabend? 

Do you think his criticism of science is correct? Why/why not? 

Can you think of any examples where an industry has an interest in 
producing the “right” type of scientific results? 

What does Feyerabend mean by “the battle of ideas”? 

Popper, Kuhn and Feyerabend have different ideas of how science 
makes progress. In what ways do they agree or disagree? 

Harding argues that science has a democratic problem. If dominant 
groups in society also dominate science and technology, which 
again dominates science: how does this influence the way 
science and technology is developed? 

 

 

 

Who defines knowledge and science? 

 

Sandra Harding (1935-): 

“Science is politics by other means…” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


