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PRÁCTICO COMÚN 3 

Soft Vs. Hard Science, Part I 

 

“Scientists these days tend to keep up a polite fiction that all science is equal. Except for the work 

of the misguided opponent whose arguments we happen to be refuting at the time, we speak as 

though every scientist's field and methods of study are as good as every other scientist's, and 

perhaps a little better. This keeps us all cordial when it comes to recommending each other for 

government grants.” Fighting words about the nature of the scientific enterprise is seen from the 

inside by a participating scientist. And what makes these sentences even more remarkable is that 

they were not uttered behind closed doors in a room full of smoke, but printed in one of the 

premiere scientific magazines in the world, Science. It was 1964, the year I was born, and the 

author was John R. Platt, a biophysicist at the University of Chicago. The debate between scientists 

on what constitutes “hard” (i.e., good, sound) and “soft” (i.e., bad, sloppy) science has not 

subsided since. 

 

Platt was frustrated by the fact that some fields of science seem to make clear and rapid progress, 

while others keep mucking around without seemingly being able to accomplish much of relevance. 

As Platt put it, in the same article: “We speak piously of ... making small studies that will add 

another brick to the temple of science. Most such bricks just lie around the brickyard.” Physics, 

chemistry and molecular biology are considered by Platt (and many others) as hard sciences, the 

quintessential model of what science ought to be. Ecology, evolutionary biology, and even more 

fields like psychology and sociology, are soft sciences, and the maximal aspiration of people 

working in these fields ought to be to find a way to make them as hard as physics. Platt’s article is 

a classic that should be read by anyone interested in the nature of science, and he was right in 

pointing out the problem; he was not quite as right in diagnosing its roots however, and even 

less so at suggesting a possible cure. Nonetheless, Platt’s critique of soft science provides us with 

an excellent starting point to explore the idea that, in fact, there may be more than one kind of 

science, that “science” is a heterogeneous category, a notion that would surprise many in the 

general public, and that will likely be resisted by most scientists. 

 

Platt’s attack on soft science begins by stressing the fact that some disciplines seem to make fast 

and impressive progress, while others have a tendency to go around in circles, or at best move 

slowly and uncertainly. Before we examine why this is and what could possibly be done about it, a 

more fundamental question is whether Platt is correct at all in identifying the existence of a 

problem. It seems clear from even a cursory examination of the history of science that Platt is at 

least partially correct: some sciences do progress significantly more than others. However, the 

pattern seems more complex than a simple line dividing “hard” from “soft” disciplines: it is true, 
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say, that particle physics and molecular biology have made spectacular advances during the 20th 

century; but it is also true that physics itself went through long periods of stasis, for instance the 

long interval between Newton and Einstein, during which little or nothing was known about the 

intimate structure of matter. And such periods of slow progress may occur again in the future, 

even for “the queen” of sciences: for all the talk about a “unified theory of everything,” physicists 

have been trying to reconcile the known discrepancies between their two most successful 

theories, general relativity and quantum mechanics, for now close to a century; as yet, they have 

not gotten very far. 

 

Organismal biology (ecology and evolutionary biology) is often considered a quasi-soft science, 

and yet it has seen periods of great activity and progress -- most obviously with Darwin during the 

second half of the 19th century, and more recently during the 1930s and 40s. Moreover, there is 

currently quite a bit of excited activity in both empirical and theoretical evolutionary biology, 

which may be leading to another major leap forward in our understanding of how organisms 

evolve and adapt to their environments. Molecular biology, on the other hand, hailed by Platt as a 

very successful hard science on the model of chemistry and physics, may be running into the limits 

of what it can achieve without falling back on “softer” and more messy approaches to its subject 

matter: it is true that the discovery of the structure of DNA in 1952 is one of the all-time 

landmarks of science; but it is equally clear that the much-touted sequencing of the whole human 

genome has provided very few hard answers for biologists, instead leading to a large number of 

“bricks laying around the brickyard,” as Platt would have put it. We know a lot more about the 

human (and other) genomes, but much of what we know is a complex mess of details that is 

difficult to extricate and to make into a clear picture of how genomes work and evolve. 

 

All in all, it seems that one can indeed make an argument that different scientific disciplines 

proceed at dramatically different paces, but it is also true that the very same science may undergo 

fits and starts, sometimes enjoying periods of steady and fast progress, at other times being 

bogged down into a spell of going nowhere, either empirically (lack of new discoveries) or 

theoretically (lack of new insights). 

 

If we agree that the nature of science is along the lines I have just described, and that Platt 

therefore has a point, next we need to ask why it is so. [This post is a draft excerpt from a chapter 

of my forthcoming book, "Nonsense on Stilts: How to Tell the Difference Between Science and 

Bunk," to be published next year by the University of Chicago Press] 

 

http://www.science20.com/rationally_speaking/soft_vs_hard_science_part_i 

    

http://www.science20.com/rationally_speaking/soft_vs_hard_science_part_i
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 Actividades de prelectura 

1) ¿ A qué se refiere el autor con el título y qué conoce Ud. sobre el tema? 

2) En el primer párrafo lea solamente las palabras subrayadas y explique el punto que este 

expone. 

3) ¿Qué profesión tiene el escritor?  ¿De dónde obtiene el dato? 

4) Haga una lectura rápida y encuentre los siguientes datos 

Mencione tres ciencias consideradas 
duras 

Mencione tres ciencias consideradas 
duras 

1 1 

2 2 

3 3 

 

5) ¿A qué ciencia se la considera la “reina de las ciencias”?  

 

 Gramática 

Conectores. 

Teniendo en cuenta el contexto identifique la función de los siguientes conectores. 

CONECTORES FUNCIONES 

as though Contraste 

while Adición x (2) 

even more Adversativo x (3): Oposición a lo dicho 
anteriormente 

however  

Nonetheless Temporal/adversativo 

 yet  

 Moreover Concesión o contraste x (2): Lo dicho es 
correcto y lo que sigue también por oposición 

on the other hand  

instead Consecuencia 

All in all  

therefore Resumen, conclusión de idea 

 

Use los conectores en las siguientes oraciones 
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................................ the hard sciencies have made steady progess  it is also true that they 

have made little during other historical periods. ........................ it would be fair to say that 

both, hard and soft sciences grow at about the same rate  

 

 Actividades de lectura 

1) De acuerdo al autor cuándo y  qué hecho da origen al debate entre ciencias duras y 

blandas  

2) ¿A qué se refiere el autor en la frase subrayada? ¿Cuáles sería el desacierto de Platt y 

qué se puede rescatar de su trabajo? 

3) ¿Qué recorrido es común a todas las ciencias según el autor? 

4) ¿Qué conclusiones saca el autor acerca del descubrimiento de la estructura del ADN? 

¿Qué relación tiene esto son la biología molecular y con la ciencia en general? 

5) Redacte la idea principal de este artículo 

6) En no más de 200 palabras redacte una síntesis del texto 

 

 Análisis de género 

¿En qué línea/s el autor parece estar siendo sarcástico? 


