




















































































































































































































































































































Science/Philosophy/Literature

Practicing Relativism in the Anthropocene addresses a set of contemporary issues in-
volving knowledge and science from a constructivist-pragmatist perspective o�en 
labeled �relativism.� As Barbara Herrnstein Smith demonstrates, what that perspec-
tive implies are neither absurd claims nor objectionable positions but an ongoing 
alertness to contingency, complexity, and multiplicity that is both intellectually and 
ethically valuable.

�is is an admirably short, elegant and enjoyable introduction to the breadth of  
Smith�s thought, and will recharge the antifoundationalist ba�eries of her fans. 
Coming from science and technology studies, I found her engagements with sci-
entism in the humanities, and with Bruno Latour in chapters on religion and the 
Anthropocene, especially thought-provoking. 
� Andrew Pickering, Emeritus Professor, University of Exeter

Smith calls the question on the whirligig of postures, polemics, interventions, and 
speculations that make up much of academic life today. She sets us several levels 
above the fray (e.g., close v. distant reading debates; constructivist v. realist de-
bates; neutrality v. commitment debates; humanities v. science debates) so that we 
can see it, as she does, in genuinely critical terms. Her beautifully lucid, self-ac-
counting intellectual conduct (and combat) reminds us that critical doesn�t mean 
dismissive; it means grasping the truthfulness of the illusions that we live and work 
by, and in Smith�s case, it means patiently and clearly explaining the origins, moti-
vation, and above all, the consequences of those illusions, giving us the freedom to 
choose maintaining or abandoning them.
� Marjorie Levinson, F.L. Huetwell Professor of English, University of Michigan

Barbara Herrnstein Smith is Braxton Craven Professor Emerita of Comparative 
Literature and English at Duke University and former director of its Center for Inter-
disciplinary Studies in Science and Cultural �eory. Her books include Contingencies 
of Value: Alternative Perspectives for Critical �eory (1988); Belief and Resistance: Dy-
namics of Contemporary Intellectual Controversy (1997); Scandalous Knowledge: Sci-
ence, Truth and the Human (2004); and Natural Re�ections: Human Cognition at the 
Nexus of Science and Religion (2009). Smith is a member of the American Academy 
of Arts and Sciences and an honorary fellow of the American Association for the Ad-
vancement of Science.
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