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About the book

In "The Social Construction of What?", Ian Hacking embarks on a thorough

exploration of the contentious discourse surrounding social construction, a

concept that interrogates the ways in which social phenomena are shaped by

collective human practices and understandings. Hacking carefully elucidates

critical inquiries regarding the essence of what is being constructed—be it

facts, identities, objects, or theories—underscoring the significance of these

distinctions.

Hacking's examination is punctuated by a series of compelling examples that

reveal the intricate dance between social constructs and natural sciences.

One major conflict he dissects involves the contrasting explanations for

mental illness, where biological perspectives often clash with socially

informed understandings. This tension illustrates how cultural contexts can

shape perceptions of health and illness, leading to divergent approaches in

treatment and diagnosis.

Furthermore, Hacking delves into the socially charged concept of child

abuse, showcasing how societal values influence the recognition and

reporting of such instances. By employing these poignant examples, he

highlights the complex interdependencies between scientific inquiry and

societal norms.
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Another critical aspect of Hacking's discourse is the reflection on advanced

research in weaponry, which he argues transforms scientific form rather than

its content. This insight raises important questions about how technological

advancements are intertwined with ethical considerations and societal

impacts.

Hacking's narrative is marked by a blend of generosity and wit, as he

addresses the so-called "culture wars" within anthropology. He dissects

ongoing disputes among ethnographers over historical narratives,

emphasizing the multifaceted nature of cultural representation and the

significance of context in understanding human behavior.

Through this insightful and accessible work, Hacking brings clarity to

contemporary debates about knowledge, inviting readers to ponder the

intersections of science, society, and philosophy. His exploration offers a

foundational understanding for anyone interested in the dynamic interplay

between constructed social realities and empirical investigation, making it a

vital contribution to the discourse on social construction.
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About the author

In this summary, we will traverse the key themes and developments from the

chapters of Ian Hacking’s work, particularly focusing on the interplay

between science and society. 

### Chapter 1: The Social Construction of Scientific Knowledge

Hacking sets the stage by introducing the concept of the social construction

of knowledge. He argues that scientific concepts are not merely objective

truths waiting to be discovered; instead, they are shaped by social, political,

and cultural contexts. This framework challenges the traditional belief that

science is entirely detached from societal influences.

### Chapter 2: Categories and Their Effects

In this chapter, Hacking discusses how various categories, such as mental

illness and race, influence both personal identities and societal perceptions.

He emphasizes that once a category is established, it can shape how

individuals are viewed and treated. For example, the emergence of

psychiatric labels can normalize certain behaviors while stigmatizing others,

illustrating the powerful interaction between scientific categorization and

social consequences.

### Chapter 3: The Role of Language in Science

Here, Hacking delves into the linguistic aspects of scientific discourse. He

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


posits that language is not just a tool for communication but a fundamental

component that influences thought and understanding in the scientific

community. By analyzing how specific terms evolve over time, he reveals

the dynamic relationship between language and the changing landscapes of

science and society.

### Chapter 4: Politics of Knowledge

Hacking shifts focus to the power dynamics within scientific communities.

He examines how funding, politics, and social agendas can drive research

directions and conclusions. This chapter underscores the idea that

knowledge production is often influenced by external pressures rather than

pure scientific inquiry, challenging the notion of an unbiased pursuit of

truth.

### Chapter 5: Case Study: The Development of HIV/AIDS Research

Using the HIV/AIDS crisis as a case study, Hacking illustrates the evolving

nature of scientific understanding in response to both societal needs and

prejudices. He highlights how initial misconceptions about the disease were

shaped by cultural attitudes towards marginalized communities, leading to

delayed responses. Hacking’s exploration of this topic reveals the

intersection of science, ethics, and public health.

### Chapter 6: Future Considerations in the Philosophy of Science
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In the final chapter, Hacking contemplates the future trajectory of scientific

inquiry. He advocates for a more reflexive approach in which scientists

remain aware of their social responsibilities and the societal implications of

their work. Hacking urges a collaborative effort between scientists and

society to ensure that knowledge is developed and utilized ethically and

effectively.

Through these chapters, Ian Hacking intricately weaves together the

concepts of philosophy, history, and sociology, emphasizing that

understanding science requires a comprehensive view of the context in

which it operates. His work encourages readers to recognize the dynamic,

often contentious relationship between scientific knowledge and societal

values, ultimately shaping our understanding of the world.
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Chapter 1 Summary: 1 Why Ask What?

### Chapter One Summary: Why Ask What?

Understanding Social Construction Theories  

The chapter opens by exploring the multifaceted concept of "social

construction," a term that has gained traction in academic and cultural

discussions. It highlights that many aspects of human experience, such as

race, gender, and culture, are perceived as socially constructed, implying that

they are shaped by societal influences rather than biological determinism.

This perspective can empower individuals by challenging rigid societal roles

and encouraging a more fluid understanding of identity.

Liberation vs. Consequences  

However, the author cautions that while the notion of social construction

offers liberation, it can also lead to negative outcomes. For instance,

afflictions like anorexia are deeply embedded in cultural contexts,

illustrating how social constructs can sometimes amplify suffering rather

than alleviate it. This tension demonstrates that the liberating potential of

social construction is not universally applicable.
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Navigating Relativism and Cultural Conflicts  

The chapter delves into the contentious issue of relativism, which raises

challenges regarding truth and moral authority. The fear of relativism arises

from the belief that allowing all perspectives to hold validity may dilute the

capacity to critique oppressive systems. This sets the scene for ongoing

"culture wars," highlighting how some social issues spark intense debates

that often lack depth and nuance.

Understanding the Purpose of Social Construction  

Instead of seeking a rigid definition of social construction, the author argues

for a focus on its implications. By analyzing social constructions, we can

raise awareness of various issues, emphasizing that many accepted norms

are changeable rather than fixed. This perspective invites critical

examination of what society deems "inevitable."

Critical Perspectives on Gender  

Gender emerges as a pivotal focus within social construction discourse.

Early feminist theorists argued against the belief that gender roles are

biologically predetermined, asserting that contemporary understandings of

gender can be reshaped. This shift in perspective has far-reaching

implications for identity and societal roles.
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Case Study: Women Refugees  

To further illustrate social construction, the chapter examines the

classification of "women refugees." It argues that the term itself, rather than

the individuals it describes, reflects a social construct that significantly

influences their lived experiences. This case study underscores how societal

labels can shape reality, complicating the narratives surrounding refugee

experiences.

The Logic of Social Construction  

The author suggests that discussions about social construction often center

on the idea that perceived inevitabilities (X) could be otherwise. This line of

thinking fosters critical evaluation of social injustices and encourages

activism aimed at transformative change, while also acknowledging the

complexities involved in identity formation shaped by societal frameworks.

Categories of Constructivism  

The chapter categorizes varying levels of engagement with social

constructionist ideas, ranging from historical interpretations to more radical

calls for change. These distinctions help clarify the diverse approaches to

understanding social constructs and their implications.
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Interactions Between Ideas and Objects  

Finally, the author differentiates between "objects" (such as behaviors and

states) and "ideas" (like categories and classifications). This distinction

emphasizes the need to analyze how ideas inform social practices and shape

individuals’ perceptions and interactions in society.

In conclusion, the chapter stresses the importance of pinpointing "the social

construction of what?" to sharpen discussions surrounding social constructs,

recognizing the complexity and intersectionality inherent in these debates.
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Chapter 2 Summary: 2 Too Many Metaphors

### Summary of Chapters 

In these chapters, Hacking critically examines the concept of social

constructionism, tracing its historical roots and calling for a renewed

understanding of the term and its implications.

TOO MANY METAPHORS  

Hacking begins by addressing the metaphor of social construction, which

has shifted from a powerful idea to a cliché. While recognizing its radical

beginnings, he questions its overuse and suggests that it often lacks clear

meaning in modern discourse, potentially diluting its significance.

PROCESS AND PRODUCT  

The term "construction" is multifaceted, referring to both the process of

creating and the product that results. Hacking emphasizes the need to

distinguish between the construction process and its outcomes. He critiques

contemporary literature for often failing to make this distinction, leading to

confusion about the nature and implications of social constructs.
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IS "SOCIAL" REDUNDANT?  

Hacking explores the use of the word "social," arguing that it may be

unnecessary, as all constructs are inherently tied to social contexts. He

illustrates his point through examples, suggesting that the redundant use of

"social" can weaken the potency of discussions surrounding natural

phenomena, which are fundamentally intertwined with social elements.

KANT'S HOUSE  

Hacking traces the philosophical origins of the idea of construction back to

Immanuel Kant, who argued that knowledge is formed through a

constructive process. This concept has influenced modern thinkers across

various disciplines, inviting ongoing debates about the nature of reality and

the acquisition of knowledge.

CONSTRUCT VALIDITY IN EMPIRICAL PSYCHOLOGY  

The chapters delve into the evolution of constructs in psychology,

particularly the debates about their validation. He discusses the emergence

of "construct validity," rooted in logical positivism, which has significantly

influenced contemporary social science research.

NELSON GOODMAN'S CONSTRUCTIONALIST ORIENTATION  
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Goodman, a key figure in constructionist thought, advocates for a nuanced

understanding of constructed realities, emphasizing individual agency in

creating distinct "worlds." However, he often neglects the broader social

processes involved in this construction.

CONSTRUCTIVISM IN MATHEMATICS  

The relationship between mathematics and constructionist approaches is

examined, with a focus on philosophical debates that scrutinize how

mathematical objects are recognized and produced. Kant’s influence is

evident in the discussions around constructivism and skepticism within this

realm.

MORAL THEORY AND DIFFERENT KINDS OF CONSTRUCTIONISM

  

Hacking discusses various strands of constructionism that assert moral

demands are self-constructed. He distinguishes between different variations,

highlighting the role of human agency and moral reasoning in shaping

societal phenomena.

BUILDING, OR ASSEMBLING FROM PARTS  

Reviving the original metaphor of construction as "building," Hacking
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argues that valid constructions should reflect a careful, systematic process

that honors historical continuity and complexity. This perspective

encourages a deeper engagement with the methods of constructing

knowledge.

UNMASKING  

The concept of "unmasking" is introduced as a way to reveal the ideologies

underpinning constructed knowledge. Hacking illustrates how many

perceived truths are, in fact, socially constructed rather than objective

realities, permitting critical scrutiny of dominant narratives.

HUMAN AFFAIRS AND THE NATURAL SCIENCES  

The discussion links social constructionism to a critical moral perspective

and contrasts it with deterministic views from the natural sciences. Hacking

asserts that while constructionist critiques often aim to empower

marginalized voices, they also need to confront metaphysical challenges to

traditional views of objective truth.

CONCLUSION  

In concluding, Hacking acknowledges the variety of constructionism, noting

shared themes yet distinct intents among different approaches. He calls for a
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rigorous analysis of how constructs influence knowledge, advocating for an

awareness of historical contexts and their implications for contemporary

moral and intellectual issues. Understanding these constructs is essential for

addressing today’s challenges.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Chapter 3 Summary: 3 What about the Natural Sciences?

Chapter Three: What About the Natural Sciences?

Introduction  

In this chapter, the discussion centers around the intersection of social

constructs and natural sciences, highlighting significant philosophical

disagreements that shape current debates. By contrasting the views of social

constructionists with those of traditional scientists, the chapter delves into

what constitutes valid scientific knowledge.

Defining Natural Sciences  

Natural sciences, such as chemistry, physics, and molecular biology, often

face scrutiny regarding the potential influence of social contexts on scientific

outcomes. For instance, research in primatology may reveal biases reflective

of the cultural backgrounds of the researchers, generating hesitance in

extending such analyses to more established disciplines like physics.

Social Constructionists in Science  

Prominent social constructionists like Andrew Pickering and Bruno Latour
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challenge traditional perceptions of scientific authority. Their critiques

emphasize that scientific facts are not merely objective truths but can be

influenced by social contexts and interpretations. This underscores the

importance of surrounding societal factors in understanding scientific

knowledge.

Philosophical Distinctions  

The author stresses distinguishing between scientific activities— the

processes of knowledge creation— and the body of scientific knowledge

itself— the established facts. This distinction is crucial for clarifying

ongoing philosophical debates regarding the nature of knowledge in the

sciences.

Sticking Points  

1. Contingency: The chapter introduces the idea that scientific progress

 is not predetermined; it is affected by historical and contextual variables.

2. Nominalism: This philosophy challenges the assumption that our

 scientific classifications reflect an objective reality, suggesting instead that

they are human constructs.

3. Explanations of Stability: While traditional views attribute the

 enduring nature of scientific theories, such as Maxwell's equations, to

internal developments, social constructionists argue that external social
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factors also play a crucial role in sustaining these theories.

Unmasking Ideologies  

A key focus of social constructionists is revealing the underlying ideologies

and authority dynamics within scientific practices. This critical examination

may breed distrust toward the perceived objectivity of science, potentially

leading to conflicts between scientists and social constructionists.

Political Perspectives  

The chapter examines how perspectives on social construction are

influenced by broader socio-political contexts. Many scientists advocate for

objectivity and truth, while social constructionists pose challenges to these

ideals, contributing to tensions regarding authority in the scientific

community.

Conclusion  

Overall, this chapter highlights the intricate relationship between

philosophy, society, and politics in discussions about scientific knowledge.

It calls for continued dialogue and thoughtful reflection on these matters,

pointing out that the so-called "science wars" are manifestations of deeper

philosophical disputes that resist simple resolutions.
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Chapter 4: 4 Madness: Biological or Constructed?

### Madness: Biological or Constructed?

In this chapter, Ian Hacking critically examines the ongoing debate

surrounding the nature of mental illness, specifically the dichotomy between

biological and socially constructed perspectives. He begins by questioning

the legitimacy of several modern diagnostic categories, such as Intermittent

Explosive Disorder (IED). This sets the stage for an exploration of mental

disorders as potentially less about intrinsic biological truths and more about

cultural frameworks and societal understandings.

### Transient Mental Illnesses vs. Stable Conditions

Hacking distinguishes between transient mental illnesses—conditions that

appear relevant to specific cultures and times—as opposed to more stable

disorders. He cites historical examples such as hysteria in 19th-century

France and anorexia in contemporary Argentina, arguing that these

temporary phenomena highlight the role of cultural context in shaping our

understanding of mental health. Conversely, he acknowledges that enduring

conditions like schizophrenia and mental retardation, while more universally

recognized, are also shaped by social constructs and linguistic evolution.
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### Interactive and Indifferent Kinds

To further clarify his argument, Hacking divides types of classifications into

two categories: interactive kinds and indifferent kinds. Interactive kinds,

 such as ADHD and mental retardation, are shaped by societal perceptions

and the self-awareness of those classified under them. Indifferent kinds, on

the other hand, refer to elements unaltered by human categorization, such as

biological or chemical entities (e.g., quarks). This classification framework

sets the groundwork for understanding the complexities inherent in mental

health discussions.

### The Nature of Classification

Hacking delves into how the act of classification affects individuals’ lived

experiences and self-understanding. He highlights the example of ADHD to

illustrate how labeling can modify children’s behavior and self-perception.

This leads to what he terms "looping effects," where the categories may

evolve based on the interactions with the individuals they describe, thus

creating a dynamic relationship between classification and the classified.

### Biolooping and Classification 

Introducing the concept of "biolooping", Hacking explains the

interrelationship between physiological states and mental health. This idea
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suggests a bi-directional influence between mental conditions and biological

responses, challenging the simple binary of biological versus social

explanations of mental illness. This nuanced view posits that mental health

is not merely a result of biological or social factors alone but is a complex

interplay of both.

### The Challenge of Autism, Schizophrenia, and Mental Retardation 

Hacking explores major mental health conditions like autism, schizophrenia,

and mental retardation, emphasizing the need for a comprehensive

perspective that integrates both social constructionist views and biological

understandings. He recognizes that while societal norms can shape the

interpretation of these conditions, underlying neurological or genetic factors

also play a crucial role. This integration enriches the exploration of what

constitutes mental illness.

### Conclusion

In conclusion, Hacking emphasizes the critical need to investigate the

dynamics of classification within the realm of mental health. He urges a

multidimensional approach that considers how societal contexts, individual

experiences, and advancements in scientific knowledge converge to inform

our understanding of mental illnesses. By analyzing these complexities

through the lens of interactive and indifferent kinds, Hacking sheds light on
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the evolving nature of madness in modern society.
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Chapter 5 Summary: 5 Kind-making: The Case of Child
Abuse

In Chapter 5, titled "Kind-Making: The Case of Child Abuse," Ian Hacking

 delves into the intricate relationship between the social construction of child

abuse and the realities surrounding this issue. He argues against the idea that

child abuse existed as a universally recognized "real evil" prior to its

formulation as a concept. While asserting the tangible nature of child abuse,

Hacking emphasizes that its classification and understanding as a significant

social concern were shaped over time by societal influences.

To illustrate his argument, Hacking introduces the ideas of philosopher

Nelson Goodman, who posited that classifications are not inherently natural

but are instead constructed for particular purposes. Using child abuse as a

pivotal example, he asserts that these socially constructed categories can

significantly alter actions, policies, and sociocultural understandings as they

evolve.

The chapter further explores why "child abuse" became a prominent

category within society. Hacking highlights that this classification has had

profound implications in areas such as law, social work, and media

representation. He argues that it is crucial to understand these dynamics

because they reflect the interplay of scientific inquiry, moral considerations,

and societal acknowledgment of this issue.
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Hacking provides a historical backdrop, tracing the term "child abuse" to

discussions among pediatricians in Denver in the early 1960s, contrasting it

with earlier perceptions of "cruelty to children." He notes how class

distinctions and perceptions of risk catalyzed social activism and legislative

responses. The introduction of the "battered child syndrome" marked a

significant turning point, bringing child abuse into the medical discourse and

triggering heightened public awareness and legislative initiatives.

The chapter also examines the moral and cultural implications associated

with child abuse. Hacking posits that as societal values evolve, so too do the

classifications of behaviors deemed abusive. He cautions that although child

abuse represents a grave moral concern, the concept has often been

leveraged politically and socially to deflect focus from deeper societal

issues, including poverty.

As Hacking concludes, he argues that the emergence of the term "child

abuse" has fundamentally transformed societal perceptions of childhood and

family dynamics. This shift has resulted in greater public awareness and the

implementation of educational programs, framing childhood as an important

subject of study alongside the urgent need for reforms in familial and social

structures.

Overall, this chapter serves as a critical exploration of how the social
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construction of concepts like child abuse not only shapes societal realities

and influences legal frameworks but also redefines collective moral

understandings regarding children and their rights.
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Chapter 6 Summary: 6 Weapons Research

### Summary of Chapters: Weapons Research

WEAPONS RESEARCH

The chapter opens with a discussion on the “science wars,” a term that

encapsulates debates about the nature of scientific knowledge and its

objectivity. One prominent argument focuses on scientific constants, such as

the speed of light, which are often viewed as universally valid. However,

this perspective is challenged by the recognition that scientific inquiry is

deeply intertwined with historical and social contexts. For instance, early

calculations of light's velocity by figures like Ole Römer in the 17th century

demonstrated that scientific discovery is not simply a matter of objective

measurement but is influenced by the priorities and identities of researchers.

The work of scholar Nicholas Jardine is referenced, underscoring that the

questions scientists choose to explore are shaped by historical processes

rather than being purely objective pursuits. Thus, the pursuit of rigorous

scientific answers is, in essence, contingent upon various factors —

including cultural, social, and historical — that dictate which questions are

deemed worth investigating.
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THE INFLUENCE OF WEAPONS RESEARCH ON SCIENCE

The narrative transitions to explore the profound impact of military funding

on the direction of scientific research, particularly in the post-World War II

era. It argues that much of modern scientific development can be traced back

to weapons research, indicating that military priorities often skew the focus

of scientific inquiry. Consequently, substantial advancements—like the

development of lasers—originated within militaristic frameworks, even if

they later found beneficial applications in civilian life.

The chapter delineates the distinction between scientific form and content.

Despite the appearance of objectivity in scientific findings, the form—which

includes how knowledge is generated and prioritized—is significantly

influenced by external factors, particularly military interests. This funding

structure can constrain the scope of future research, redefining what is

considered a legitimate inquiry within scientific communities.

EXAMPLES OF THE FORM OF KNOWLEDGE

Illustrating the shifting forms of scientific knowledge, the text reviews

several case studies:
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1. Intelligence Quotients (IQ): The historical context of IQ testing

 reflects how societal biases shaped perceptions of intelligence, revealing the

malleability of knowledge forms to fit prevailing norms.

2. Endocrinology: The identification and establishment of substances

 like thyrotropin-releasing hormone (TRH) demonstrate how scientific

communities' social constructs can dictate what is recognized as legitimate

knowledge, often marginalizing dissenting views.

3. Particle Detectors: The development of bubble chambers radically

 transformed research practices in high-energy physics, necessitating new

protocols and safety measures and exemplifying how technological

advancements alter the scientific landscape.

4. Lasers: Military funding's influence on laser research highlights how

 prioritizing military applications shapes scientific progress and the potential

future uses of technology.

5. Missile Accuracy: The subjective interpretation of missile accuracy

 underscores how societal and military contexts can shape scientific

measures and ultimately guide research direction.

As the chapter concludes, it emphasizes the complexities inherent in the
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knowledge creation process and the often-ignored ramifications of military

funding on future scientific endeavors. The interplay of form and content in

scientific knowledge suggests that military influences can shape not only

what is explored but also the underlying philosophies that govern inquiry.

FORMS OF KNOWLEDGE

The overarching theme posits that the relationship between military funding

and scientific inquiry tends to narrow the definition of "legitimate"

knowledge. The distinctions between the content of knowledge (what is

discovered) and its form (how inquiries are framed) are critical for

understanding the evolution of scientific thought and practice. The

implications of such funding paradigms extend beyond immediate

technological advancements, impacting the broader philosophical discourse

surrounding knowledge and inquiry itself. This insight calls for a critical

reflection on the ethical considerations surrounding military involvement in

scientific research.
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Chapter 7 Summary: 7 Rocks

In Chapter Seven of Ian Hacking's exploration of science, titled "Rocks," he

 delves into the fields of science studies, sociology of scientific knowledge,

and science and technology studies, asserting their relevance in modern

philosophical discussions about science. Hacking draws parallels between

contemporary debates and the contributions of historical philosophers like

Thomas Kuhn and Karl Popper, who significantly influenced the philosophy

of science through their ideas about paradigms and falsifiability,

respectively.

The chapter begins with an examination of dolomite, a magnesium carbonate

mineral, using it as an illustrative case to highlight the evolution of scientific

understanding. Hacking contrasts traditional sedimentology, which deals

with the ancient and established principles of rock formation, with emerging

research in nanobacteriology, which focuses on nanobacteria—tiny

microorganisms that may influence geological processes. He recounts the

work of early geologists like Giovanni Arduino and Déodat de Dolomieu,

who laid the groundwork for understanding dolomite's formation, noting that

Arduino's theories were largely overlooked until modern research validated

them.

Hacking then tackles the "dolomite problem," which refers to ongoing

debates about how and under what conditions dolomite forms. This issue is
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particularly pertinent in the context of petroleum geology, where the origins

and conditions that foster specific minerals can have substantial implications

for resource extraction.

As the chapter progresses, Hacking introduces nanobacteria, which are

thought to precipitate dolomite under particular conditions, highlighting

research by scientists such as Crisogno Vasconcelos. These findings suggest

that nanobacteria could offer insight into the early conditions of life on

Earth, adding complexity to narratives about the origins of life.

Hacking presents several philosophical theses that stem from his discussion,

underscoring how:

1. Established philosophies remain pertinent to current scientific

explorations.

2. The story of dolomite embodies crucial themes central to the sociology of

science.

3. The interplay of contingency and nominalism challenges straightforward

scientific explanations.

4. The study of rocks can reveal fundamental issues related to social

constructions of scientific knowledge.

Furthermore, the chapter highlights the coexistence of different scientific

methodologies, contrasting the mainstream emphasis on "big

science"—large-scale, heavily funded research—with the innovative, often
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overlooked potential of "small science" that thrives in marginal spaces.

Hacking suggests that breakthroughs can emerge from unexpected domains,

emphasizing the importance of diverse approaches in scientific inquiry.

Concluding his exploration, Hacking posits that dolomite and similar rocks

signify not only essential scientific truths but also the intricacies involved in

scientific interpretation. The discussions he presents urge a reevaluation of

how scientific knowledge is crafted and perceived, advocating for a balance

of skepticism and appreciation for the dynamic narratives that influence our

understanding of the natural world. This chapter effectively encapsulates the

interdependence of scientific inquiry, historical context, and philosophical

reflection, reaffirming the valuable dialogues that continue to shape

scientific understanding today.
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Chapter 8: 8 The End of Captain Cook

### The End of Captain Cook: Summary

#### Overview of the Debate

In 1994, Marshall Sahlins released *How “Natives” Think* as a critical

response to Gananath Obeyesekere's *The Apotheosis of Captain Cook*.

This intellectual contention reflects the ongoing "culture wars" in academia,

particularly concerning issues of oppression and postcolonial thought. The

central debate revolves around whether the native Hawaiians perceived

Captain Cook as a divine figure upon his arrival in 1778. Obeyesekere

disputes this claim, suggesting that such interpretations stem from Western

narratives, while Sahlins argues that Hawaiian cultural frameworks lend

credibility to the notion of Cook's divine status.

#### Diverging Perspectives

Sahlins adopts a relativist stance, proposing that the reverence for Cook can

be contextualized within Hawaiian mythology. In contrast, Obeyesekere

emphasizes how Cook’s identity is shaped by European myth-making,

raising significant points about the nature of rationality and the conflicting

narratives that emerge in encounters between cultures.

#### The Scholarly Exchange
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The debate between Sahlins and Obeyesekere has evolved into a prominent

scholarly exchange, with Obeyesekere articulating pointed critiques of

Sahlins's interpretations. Much of the discourse centers around two pivotal

questions: Did Hawaiians initially recognize Cook as a deity, or did they

ascribe divine status to him posthumously, following his death?

#### Implications of the Debate

The scholarly contention underscores profound implications regarding

historical narratives constructed around colonial encounters. It highlights the

struggle for accurate historical representation and the need to honor

indigenous voices that are often marginalized. Sahlins accuses

Obeyesekere's analytical framework as imperialist in nature, while

Obeyesekere counters that Sahlins's conclusions reflect ongoing Western

hegemony in historical discourse.

#### The Voyage of Captain Cook

This chapter also provides essential biographical context about Captain

Cook's voyages, especially his third expedition in 1776, during which he

arrived in Hawaii. Cook was initially welcomed with open arms; however,

his return encountered hostility, eventually culminating in his death. These

interactions reveal the complexities of cultural exchange, including themes

of aggression and the mutual perceptions of superiority held by both Cook

and the Hawaiians.
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#### Cultural Context

The arguments presented by Sahlins and Obeyesekere probe deeper into the

ritualistic dimensions of Hawaiian culture, particularly during Cook’s visits.

Sahlins posits that Cook's arrival coincided with a significant festive season,

which may have shaped native interpretations of his presence, while

Obeyesekere argues against the assertion of divine attributes being applied

to Cook.

#### Conclusion and Personal Reflexivity

The chapter ultimately encourages readers to contemplate broader issues

surrounding universalism and the intricacies of cross-cultural understanding.

Although Sahlins's arguments appear to dominate the debate, the discourse

invites reflection on the challenges of historical interpretations and the

enduring legacies of colonialism, emphasizing the need for critical

engagement with historical narratives.
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