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American Journal of Sociology

local factors. At this local level, Fantasia’s studies are well worth reading.
They are an insightful look at how collective action is culturally con-
structed at the microsociological level. Yet Fantasia’s study illustrates
that to understand the American worker, we must focus more on the
relationship between the micro and macro levels.

How Experiments End. By Peter Galison. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1987. Pp. xii+330. $37.50 (cloth); $14.95 (paper).

H. M. Collins
University of Bath

Every experimental result in frontier science is attended by doubt and
uncertainty. Did I do it right? Is what I am looking at signal or noise?
This result may be strong enough to counter Professor Smallfry’s argu-
ments, but what if Professor Toughguy sides with him? In more abstract
terms, the Duhem-Quine thesis and the Experimenter’s Regress show
that theory is underdetermined by evidence. Peter Galison sets out to
answer the question “Given these circumstances, how do experiments
ever come to an end?” Interwoven is the theme of the increasing scale and
cost of 20th-century physics, with its relative inflexibility of experimental
design and its move to collaboration and teamwork. What difference has
this made to the way experiments end?

To illustrate his arguments, Galison looks at three periods in modern
physics, culminating with high-energy experiments with gigantic particle
accelerators. In its combination of philosophical and historical sophistica-
tion and grasp of the technical detail of modern physics, How Experi-
ments End can be compared only with Pickering’s Constructing Quarks.
Pickering held a doctorate in high-energy physics before turning to
sociological history, whereas to complete this book Galison took a second
degree in high-energy physics—a tribute not only to himself but also to
the American educational system.

In its aims and its major argument the book is admirable. Galison sees
the ending of experiments as the “building up of a persuasive argu-
ment about the world around us . . . in the absence of the logician’s
certainty” (p. 277). His primary targets are oversimplified philosophical
models and whiggish histories: “Unravelling these factors is essentially a
historical enterprise, one that follows no fixed set of rules” (p. 277). He
ends the book with a lovely metaphor: “The sunset, refracted through the
dust and droplets kicked up by all that has happened, recounts in com-
pressed form the whole story of the day. The end of an experiment
resembles this sunset, recapitulating in a human context the encounter of
reason with the world” (p. 278). His secondary target is sociological “in-
terest theory” and especially Pickering’s version, which gives primacy to
interests on the basis of investments in certain mathematical techniques.
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The high point of the book, Galison’s analysis of the consequences of
different experimental traditions and styles in high-energy physics, pro-
vides a welcome counter to Pickering’s theoretical chauvinism.

Galison extends his attack on Pickering to the whole genre of sociolog-
ical relativism: “Nor can experimentation be parodied as if it were no
more grounded in reason than negotiations over the price of a street fair
antique” (p. 277). To counter relativism, he shows that experimentalists
change their minds in the face of recalcitrant data. In this respect the
book is very like Rudwick’s Great Devonian Controversy. To maintain
this stance, Galison has to square it with the underdetermination that sets
up the original puzzle. He describes how most experimenters (an excep-
tion is Millikan) finally give up the defense of their preconceptions when
“every reasonable test [leaves the effect] unaltered” (p. 259). He suggests
that the persuasiveness of experimental evidence increases with its “di-
rectness” and “stability.” Of course, Galison’s observations on these
points are correct, but they can be epistemologically decisive only if one is
content not to ask questions such as “What is reasonable?” “Why do some
people see one stopping point as reasonable while others do not?” “Is
what counts as directness the same for everyone?” “How are people who
refuse to accept that an event is stable excluded from participation in the
ending of experiments?” Asking these questions of Galison’s case studies
would transform his question about how experiments end into the stan-
dard sociological debate about “closure” of scientific controversies, with
its far less comforting epistemological conclusions. Gary Taubes’s jour-
nalistic account of some of the same episodes, Nobel Dreams, makes an
interesting companion volume.

In fact Galison’s discussion of differing experimental traditions is a
paradigmatic study of the problem of “closure” if one sets aside certain
historiographic reservations. The people Galison interviewed all seem to
be principal actors in the game—those who form our notions of what is
reasonable. This makes the eventual conclusion seem to follow naturally
from the evidence. Nowhere does one get the impression that he has
forced himself to face up to the problem of the scientifically unper-
suaded—the starting point of the principle of symmetric treatment of the
right and the wrong that informs sociological studies of scientific knowl-
edge. One would have liked to see some of Rudwick’s diagrams in the
book so that the problem of unbelievers was more salient. On the other
hand, perhaps there just are no lasting recalcitrants in high-energy phys-
ics. That might be the most important consequence of the move to big
teams; perhaps science is transforming itself into its textbook image.

1529

This content downloaded from 128.103.147.149 on Wed, 20 Mar 2024 18:45:26 +00:00
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



	Contents
	p. 1528
	p. 1529

	Issue Table of Contents
	American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 94, No. 6 (1989) pp. 1277-1558
	Volume Information [pp. ]
	Front Matter [pp. ]
	From Peaceful Protest to Guerrilla War: Micromobilization of the Provisional Irish Republican Army [pp. 1277-1302]
	Labor Unrest, Immigration, and Ethnic Conflict in Urban America, 1880-1914 [pp. 1303-1333]
	From High School to Work: Market and Institutional Mechanisms in Japan [pp. 1334-1365]
	Travel as Performed Art [pp. 1366-1391]
	Punishment Power: A Balancing Process in Power-Dependence Relations [pp. 1392-1418]
	Commentary and Debate
	Corporate Taxation and Corporate Economic Power: Testing Class-Power and Business-Confidence Models [pp. 1419-1426]
	Conceptual and Methodological Errors in Models of Political Economy: Reply to Quinn [pp. 1427-1433]

	Book Reviews
	Review: untitled [pp. 1434-1436]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1436-1438]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1438-1440]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1440-1442]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1442-1443]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1444-1445]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1446-1447]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1448-1449]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1449-1451]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1451-1453]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1453-1455]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1455-1457]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1457-1459]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1459-1461]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1461-1462]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1462-1464]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1464-1466]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1466-1467]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1468-1469]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1469-1471]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1471-1473]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1473-1474]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1475-1476]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1476-1478]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1479-1481]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1481-1483]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1483-1485]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1485-1487]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1487-1489]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1489-1490]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1491-1492]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1492-1494]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1494-1496]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1496-1497]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1498-1499]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1500-1501]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1501-1503]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1503-1504]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1505-1506]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1506-1508]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1508-1510]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1510-1512]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1512-1514]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1514-1516]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1517-1518]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1518-1519]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1520-1521]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1522-1524]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1524-1526]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1526-1528]
	Review: untitled [pp. 1528-1529]

	Back Matter [pp. ]



