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Abstract
In this article, we draw attention to public-private 
dilemmas among psychologists that make sense of the 
debates around the replication crisis, citation practices 
and networking practices. We argue that the values 
of justice and caring map onto the public sphere and 
private sphere respectively and create the horns of a 
dilemma for academics. While bureaucratic justice is 
a publicly revered value of modernity in psychological 
research that underpins ethics, validity, reliability and 
equality of opportunity, ‘caring’ is a more subtle value 
of traditionalism that runs in parallel and is detected 
only by our psychological practices. In particular, we 
argue that it is detected by practices such as disputes 
between the replicated and their replicators in replica-
tion studies (understood as a dramatic counter reality) 
as to who is more ‘careless’ with procedure; citation 
(including the self-care of self-citation) as thanksgiv-
ing and incantation of powerful others in enchantment 
rituals, and the system of professional indebtedness that 
accrues in ‘kinship’ networks – where kinship is under-
stood broadly as adoption into a research group and its 
network. The clashes between these values can lead to a 
sense of hypocrisy and irony in academic life, as incom-
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Bakhtin (1981) emphasises that axiology intersects with epistemology. Our theory of knowledge, 
in other words, is shaped by social values. The time is ripe for a philosophical investigation into 
this intersection as it applies to the replication crisis in psychology and other questions that this 
crisis opens up such as citation practices and the role of professional networks in producing and 
judging knowledge. We'll outline two premises for such a philosophical investigation in brief 
next before elaborating in more detail on their relevance to the replication crisis and associated 
problems.

Our first premise is that the replication crisis is a crisis begotten from the values of modernity 
in conflict with the values of traditionalism and postmodernity. In 1973, Berger, Berger and Kell-
ner wrote the sociology classic ‘The Homeless Mind’. In this, they draw attention to the role of 
modernity, particularly bureaucracy and technology, in shaping the values of everyday conscious-
ness. Bureaucratic anonymity, compartmentalisation of knowledge, replaceable beings, rational 
and predictable timelines, order and organizability, vie with but also co-exist in varying degrees 
with traditional consciousness – marked by magic, honour, ritual, incantation, awe of author-
ity and supernatural forces. Modernity also vies with and co-exists with the reaction to it in 
postmodern consciousness – characterised by spontaneity, different ways of knowing, hatred of 
bureaucratic structure and conventional ways of living and a romantic longing for authenticity, 
which has since morphed into what is known as the post-modern.

Our second premise is that the challenge of coping with the different demands of postmoder-
nity, modernity and traditionalism is a challenge of ordering these different values into a coher-
ent moral system. Berlin's (1953) essay on Tolstoy: ‘The Hedgehog and the Fox’ offers a frame-
work for this. He playfully draws a distinction between the ‘Fox’ and the ‘Hedgehog’. Foxes know 
many different things, can hold different values and while these values are incommensurable, 
they are able to live with the incommensurability. In contrast, hedgehogs see the world through 
the lens of a single idea and set of values against which other ideas and values are calibrated. In 
philosophical jargon, hedgehogs are monists for whom moral values are commensurable into 
a single system of values and moral judgements are based on that foundation while foxes are 
pluralists, for whom incommensurable values can co-exist and for whom no single value holds 
priority (e.g. justice over care). Tensions occur of course. Berlin (1953) suggested that Tolstoy was 
by nature a fox but by conviction a hedgehog.
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mensurate values split between private and public 
expression. From this position, we delve into Isaiah 
Berlin's work on incommensurate values to suggest that 
ethical pluralism, involving more public recognition of 
the equal but different ethical demands of these values 
can help overcome these everyday dilemmas in the 
public sphere.
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To begin our elaboration to the present-day ‘crisis’ in psychology. This ‘crisis’ involves the 
contested realisation that roughly two thirds of psychology studies are not replicable, although 
up to 97% show some effect (Open Science Project, 2015), that questionable research practices 
(“QRPs”) are behind distorted findings – for example, statistical practices such as ‘p-hacking’ 
are primed to find significance, the ‘file-drawer’ problem where non-significant studies not 
submitted for publication, publication bias for significant studies, practices of self-citation driv-
ing up impact factors. These practices have historically been the norm, according to surveys of 
psychologist (e.g. John et al., 2012). As Watts (2019) and Morawski (2019) has indicated, there 
is a profound philosophical and historical edge to this crisis that goes far beyond the technical 
solutions proposed (e.g. open science; registering studies in advance; having different expectation 
for different sub-disciplines in psychology).

The ‘crisis’ involves precisely the same dilemma faced by Tolstoy. Academic psychologists are 
hedgehogs by conviction – committed to the values of modernity and specifically bureaucracy 
and technology. *This is evident throughout psychology's diverse range of sub -disciplines which 
generally converge on the principles of the ‘audit trail’, reasonableness, logical argument, trans-
parency in thinking, the organizability of data, and anonymous peer review. Expertise, whether 
academic or co-produced involves training-up in different specialisms.

There is a postmodern strand in psychology (e.g. social constructionist and critical realist), 
which values personal expression and performance as, in itself, a form of inquiry. This strand 
values uniqueness/freedom from bureaucratic replication such as performative psychology (e.g. 
Gergen & Gergen,  2011) and poetic inquiry in psychology (e.g. Galvin & Prendergast,  2015; 
Owton,  2017). It also deliberately rebels against the rigid structures of method, for example, 
Chamberlain's (2000) invective against ‘methodolatry’. This strand of psychology is less affected 
by the crisis because uniqueness (e.g. context) is valued highly as is participant privacy (Baucal 
et al., 2020; Branney et al., 2019), the importance of making data available is now more of an 
urgent question for qualitative research for transparency reasons and for potential re-use as part 
of a drive for funder efficiency (Branney et al., 2019).

Method can be viewed as rational bureaucracy in action and the value that underpins it is 
‘justice’, which in modernity, means being given due process. There are strict ‘protocols’ in place 
for the majority of psychology research (with the exception of anti-modern strands). For all 
strands of psychology, no participant will receive favouritism over any other (except some may 
be quoted more than others in qualitative research); the procedures can be explained to others 
to follow and that is a requirement codified in method sections; some aspects of the procedures 
may require specialism of function however (e.g. a statistician and a qualitative analyst often 
differ), many forms, spreadsheets, and organising tools are necessary and committees (e.g. ethics 
committees) to underwrite this fairness, and this bureaucratic means of production is in itself 
subject to the broader political sphere of ‘impact’ which has a vaguely utopian quality to it, as all 
bureaucracies do according to Graeber (2015).

While the purpose of this kind of audit culture is to underwrite justice, fairness and trans-
parency, the effect, as sociologists such as Shore and Wright (2015) have noted is quite different. 
Audit culture creates secondary audit systems to manage primary audits (e.g. a replication of a 
replication; a meta-analysis of an analysis), increases surveillance from afar of decontextualised 
data and draws attention to the reputation of those being audited, rather than, as it purports, to 
increase trust of the processes being followed towards an ideal state. The risk of audit culture is 
that the pursuit of justice, fairness and transparency turn out to be paper exercises.

A replication study is a type of audit exercise and, as an audit, has a commitment to transpar-
ency, truth and bureaucratic justice. On paper psychologists need to be ‘Hedgehogs by conviction’ 
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as these values are core to a discipline that emerged with modernity. In lived experience, however, 
psychologists have to be foxes to cope with the contrasting values of traditionalism with the 
possibly incommensurable ‘ethics of care’ that it demands (incommensurable with bureaucratic 
forms of ‘justice’).

Gilligan (1982) argued, from a feminist perspective, that an ‘ethics of care’ is not derivable 
from Kohlberg's universal model of moral development, which placed ‘justice’ at the pinnacle, 
with a neo-liberal idea of the atomistic, self-determining individual. An ethics of care recognises 
interconnection between people and emphasises the capacity to empathise in care networks in 
relationships of dependence (with others and the state). As Gouws and van Zyl (2015, 172) put it:

according to feminist ethics, we are ineluctably bound into relationships with 
others—not only relatives, friends or colleagues, but also social groups through 
gender, class, and race affinities. Hence the self in feminist ethics is a “relational 
self” (Held 1990, 339), and how we respond emotionally to others who are embodied 
and specific is inescapably moral.

This ethics of care suggests that gender, race, class are examples of social networks and 
groups that modulate an ethical response. Furthermore the feminist ethics of care encour-
ages a blurring of the boundaries between private troubles and public issues (Rogers, 2016). In 
academia a perceived lack of ‘care’ can lead to profound clashes with the bureaucratic parallel 
system of University administration and teaching. For example, when line managers seek to 
employ an impersonal ‘workload model’ on everyone, regardless of prestige or designate offices 
randomly or when a committee deny promotion on ‘objective’ grounds (but it leads to anger at 
how those objective criteria have been constructed or misapplied) or a research ethics commit-
tee determines research is ethical on ‘objective grounds’. Bureaucracy in modernity is satisfied 
when criteria are applied ‘objectively’ for example, by committee (such as an ethics committee) 
but a feminist ethics of care asks what groups those criteria favour and what relationships are 
sustained by them.

The focus on networks of relationships as a public matter rather than a private matter reso-
nates with the description of traditional consciousness outlined by Berger et al. (1973). In tradi-
tional consciousness, however, such relationships are also marked by qualities such as ‘author-
ity’, and ‘honour’, phenomena such as ‘incantation’ (e.g. of the forgotten but cared-for dead) and 
networks known as ‘kinship’.

Next, we focus on the comparison between the ‘ethics of care’ and the ‘ethics of justice’ 
(bureaucratic, modern justice) in our psychological practices by looking at: replication as a 
dramatic counter-reality; citation as thanksgiving and incantation rituals, and impact as gift 
giving in a kinship network. From here, we will consider whether such a plurality of values can 
be ethically reconciled, by delving back into Berlin's work.

2 | REPLICATION AS A DRAMATIC COUNTER-REALITY

The replication crisis makes perfect sense from within the bureaucratic framework of moder-
nity. Basically, there has been corruption of the procedures that has led to a failure to replicate. 
This, in turn, has led to questioning the transparency of the procedures, the competency of the 
academics (as bureaucrats) involved and the recommendation for further procedures, such as 
pre-registration of studies and even norms of conduct that demands replicators seek out the 
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replicated's advice before conducting the replication (Kahneman,  2014). Munafò et  al.  (2017) 
add some further suggestions that also make a lot of sense – such as improved methodological 
training and resources, incentivising transparency, diversifying peer review, greater collaboration 
between scientists.

These are all excellent suggestions but the actors within the system are assumed to be moti-
vated primarily by science as a ‘public good’ (Munafò et al., 2017). While by conviction, scientists 
will subscribe to this (as ‘hedgehogs’), in practice they need to navigate the competing demands 
of the traditionalist framework (‘as foxes’) – for example, chasing prestige, avoiding humiliation, 
defending honour, maintaining in-groups and out-groups.

From within a ‘traditional’ framework the effort to replicate could be read as much more a 
symbolic act of imitation than a bureaucratic act of validation. In this symbolic act, the authority 
of the study and its authors is either confirmed or disconfirmed. As we'll see in a moment, discon-
firmation is not met by neutral detachment but by defence and possibly irritation. Research, in 
this regard, is also a performance for an audience, and what it performs are rituals. The climax 
of the original ritual comes with the publication which tends to gain its gravitas from the social 
esteem coded into its impact factor. Much more drama is added however with a replication study. 
To paraphrase Bakhtin (1981), there is either a crowning (the replicated genuinely must have 
discovered something) or an uncrowning of authority (the replicated are exposed as getting it 
wrong by the replicators). Dramatically, the replicators do not themselves know what they will 
reveal. In this sense, the replication study, while ostensibly difficult to understand in terms of 
motivation (why copy in a discipline that valorises originality?) makes sense as a symbolic ritual 
of fabulation (an imagining or conjuring of a counter-reality) in a liminal space of confirmation/
disconfirmation (Stenner, 2018). This liminal space is the space that accompanies good science 
– the possibility of falsification. Good science and drama offer an intersecting set of reasons to 
replicate.

As we know from the ‘tone debates’ (Derksen, 2019) the reaction of the replicated puts this 
ceremonial drama into relief. The emotional tone, although measured and restrained, and possi-
bly caveated with the etiquette of congratulations on the effort to replicate their study by the 
academics de-crowned (or crowned) nonetheless regularly accuse the replicators of incompe-
tence if the result is divergent (see quotes below) Famously, Fiske (2016) has outlined how ‘tone’ 
matters if we are to create an inclusive space for science (in what we interpret as an appeal to the 
ethics of care) while for reformers, there is the potential for a focus on tone to hijack the effort 
to reform science (e.g. Vazire, 2017) by focussing on manners (in what we interpret as an appeal 
to bureaucratic justice). One way of navigating this debate is to focus on the kind of context that 
applies to the tone – for example, polemic and argument in hypothesis testing as opposed to more 
constructive critique in explorative studies (Derksen, 2019).

A deeper sensitivity is also needed however to the pull of the different value systems when 
exercising ‘judgement’ as to how significant or minor the faults are in the original or replicated 
research. 1 Otherwise there is a risk of listing (possibly exaggerating) various bureaucratic abuses 
of process, that means the replication study is not imitative of the original:

Below is a selection of quotations, chosen because of the politeness of their tone but also 
because of the listing of faults:

Conducting direct replication studies is crucial for the progress of science because 
they increase our confidence in the effect of the independent variables under the 
same or mostly the same experimental conditions…However, a detailed comparison 
of the studies reveals that (a) they differed in many relevant aspects (e.g., participants' 
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characteristics, experimental task, procedure, and experimental protocols) that 
preclude considering Pendrous et al.'s study as a “direct replication,” (b) the replica-
tion study did not specify some methodological strengths of the original study, and 
(c) the replication study had unnoticed methodological problems… methodological 
problems might limit the conclusions reached in the replication study. We call for 
greater precision in reporting and discussing replication studies by highlighting the 
commonalities and differences between the original and replication studies (Ruiz, 
Luciana, Sierra, 2020, p. 17)

Speaking on behalf of the profession, Gilbert et al. (2016)

We applaud efforts to improve psychological science, many of which have been 
careful, responsible, and effective (11), and we appreciate the effort that went into 
producing OSC. But metascience is not exempt from the rules of science. OSC used a 
benchmark that did not take into account the multiple sources of error in their data, 
used a relatively low-powered design that demonstrably underestimates the true rate 
of replication, and permitted considerable infidelities that almost certainly biased 
their replication studies toward failure. As a result, OSC seriously underestimated 
the reproducibility of psychological science (p. 1037)

Bargh and Melnikoff (2019)

So why did Chabris et  al. (2019) not replicate Williams and Bargh (2008)? One 
possible answer has to do with the temperature of the coffee that participants held. 
Williams and Bargh (2008) took steps to keep the coffee comfortably warm; the 
coffee shop they used was several blocks away from the site of the experiment, and 
they used a microwave for subsequent participants to keep the coffee at a pleasantly 
warm temperature. In contrast, Chabris et al. (2019) purchased a hot or cold coffee 
at a coffee shop and then conducted the experiment right outside the coffee shop, 
immediately handing that fresh, hot cup of coffee to passers by who volunteered to 
take part in the study. Thus, those participants likely held a piping hot coffee, unlike 
in the original study (p. 208).

This last quote is unintentionally comical – a ‘piping hot’ coffee is the source of calumny, 
rather than a specified temperature. This list can go on indefinitely, however. That's not to say 
that sometimes authors take the replications on the chin but a brief (non-systematic) look at the 
literature shows that a common response to a replication failing, on behalf of the replicated, is a 
disarming acknowledgement of the earnestness behind the attempt followed by a damning list 
of recriprocal ‘failures’ that mean the replication should not be confused with their author(ship 
and ity).

‘Failure’ is key here. From an ethical perspective, the accusation is that the replication study 
has been careless in its procedures and its attention to the detail of the original study(ies). This 
is a failure of care. Is this ‘failure to care’, within the ‘ethics of care’ commensurable with the 
‘commitment to justice’ of the replication study? On one level, it is because the claim (for both 
the replicator and the replicated) is that justice has not been served by the failure to care. On a 
more emotional level, however, the argument flirts very closely with an ad hominem argument 
that the replicators are incompetent or vice versa from the replicated's viewpoint. This is no 
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longer a disinterested pursuit of justice but a vested interest in calling attention to abuses of 
process, that can themselves be exaggerated in significance. While authority/expertise can be 
communicated on the surface of debates around bureaucratic process, as Stenner and Ander-
sen (2020) point out, authenticity can only be performed, symbolically, rather than communi-
cated directly. So, while authority can be salvaged for both replicator and replicated, by scoring 
points around abuses of process, what is possibly at stake in the performance of these rituals of 
doubt, is academic authenticity (did I really do ridiculous research; am I even an academic; is it 
the replicator, rather than I, the replicated, who is inauthentic?). The performance is key to all of 
this – the tone of politeness, the pedantic genre, perhaps some ironic detachment and an ener-
getic smashing to pieces of the replication. This drama, we predict, will not be satiated by further 
bureaucratic procedures to boost replicability.

3 | CITATION AS INCANTATION AND THANKSGIVING

Authors cited in disagreement often reply (e.g. the reply section of journals) but authors cited in 
agreement tend to stay silent, even if they disagree with the way their work has been interpreted 
by someone else (although there are some exceptions – e.g. Braun & Clarke, 2020). Why is this 
and why does it also extend beyond psychology? In terms of social etiquette, a citation in agree-
ment is a form of flattery and it would be impolite to point out its inaccuracies, unless there is a 
profound disagreement with its usage, while a citation in disagreement is a form of insult and it 
is entirely acceptable to address it and restore honour. In modernity Berger et al. (1973) tell us, 
the insult is a redundant category. There is no place for it in legal systems, unless some material 
effect can be proven (e.g. psychic damage by the insult). It occupies the same place, they say, as 
chastity. Nonetheless, ‘honour’, and ‘insult’ while it cannot be communicated in the modern 
bureaucratic, can be performed.

From within the bureaucratic system of rational signs, the citation makes perfect sense. It 
is a sign towards previous research/thinking that is relevant to the research/thinking reported. 
These should ideally be open to others to check and confirm. This serves the bureaucratic value 
of justice because it situates the work in a network that is open to all. Nonetheless, there are no 
clear procedures on how to use the citation – obviously there is a massive amount of bureaucracy 
attached to ‘style guides’ in how to cite, but there are no procedures around how many citations 
to use, how often, whether a single or multiple spontaneous quotations are acceptable and the 
etiquette around self-quotation and friends' quotation. With increasing bureaucratisation, it is 
only a matter of time before disciplines start issuing instructions in this regard and the charis-
matically capricious citation practice is killed by procedures like the ‘systematic review’.

From within the ethics of care, the citation is much more of a symbol than it is a sign. As a 
symbol, it is performed rather than communicated. Perhaps the first thing to say here is that it is 
a symbol of prestige. Even if the citation is critical, at least the work has been noticed. That is why 
one's ‘H-index’ and other statistical measures of citation are quite important for academic careers 
– even though thousands may cite one's research as an example of what not to do. What is “pain-
ful” is not getting cited even when one's own work is clearly relevant Naish (2014). Cheng (2020), 
a mathematician, suggests a gendered dimension to this:

And while she “just quietly lament[s] in a corner” when she feels her work should 
have been cited in a paper, she often receives communications from male mathema-
ticians who are “angry because I didn't cite them. It's quite unpleasant, so I think 
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about who might get angry [when deciding who to cite], which means I'm skewing 
my own citations.” (Interview: Times higher Education).

Perhaps that is why the practice of self-citation is prevalent (at up to 20% in some cases) 
– and particularly bad in psychology journals. Adair and Vohra (2003) point to an example of 
one publication using 83 self-citations in the one article. So too is the practice of citing friends, 
although as Cheng (2020) points out, this practice varies according to personal moral standards. 
With enough citations, presumably, beyond career to stratosphere is a canonisation – through 
becoming a canonical text, origin myth or indeed a totem symbol for a particular discipline or 
sub-discipline one may have founded.

Apart from the prestige of being cited or noticed, lies the performance of summoning other 
authors to a tightly controlled textual space. We use the word ‘summoning’ in the anthropo-
logical sense of using words in an incantation of the spirit of a distant other. Partly this is a 
thanks-giving ritual, from within the ethics of care, as the researcher gives thanks to their prede-
cessor who made the work possible; partly it is enchantment ritual, as the presence of the spirit 
thus summoned can be used to cast a spell on the reader through their magic presence, some-
times spontaneously and dramatically brought out of the abbreviated space of the closed bracket 
to a full-blown quotation. They become ‘secondary agents’ (Gell, 1998) to the author's agency. 
That is, the names of others are used as a reference point for the primary agent (the author 
of the research) to qualify, hedge, critique or pay homage. Without this, ‘established facts’ are 
presented. This is rare in psychology, even in introductory text books, unless those books refer 
to biological, physiological or statistical ‘established facts’ (Smyth, 2001). It is only through these 
citation spirits of the past and present that the author's intentions can begin to be exercised and 
previous errors exorcised, as the academic genre demands, via the ‘original contribution’.

4 | GIFT-GIVING IN A KINSHIP NETWORK

In the bureaucratic ethic of justice, there is no such thing as a gift. Of course bureaucrats may 
receive gifts (e.g. on retirement or from students) and give gifts as a token of appreciation but 
this supposedly has absolutely no bearing on the impartiality of the process and the impersonal 
quality of the system. Moreover, the gifts given are tokenistic rather than having any significant 
value. Hence, one does not approach research councils with gifts or editors with gifts. If one were 
to do that, it would be received as an act of madness or maybe a joke. The anonymous peer review 
system exists precisely within the bureaucracy to ensure that justice and fairness is pursued and 
‘feedback’ acts much as a legal defence of one's impartiality as it does an educational opportunity. 
Metrics and scores are tallied to further ensure that sense of impartial anonymity. Disagreement 
between reviewers is a loophole in this, however, which can cause considerable irritation, but the 
editorial justification seeks to account for or overrule this.

In contrast, gift-giving in a kinship network, in an ethic of care, lies alongside this system. 
Minor cases of gift giving involve the previous example of citations where researchers find that 
if they cite someone, that person cites them back. Nothing ever spoken or communicated, poten-
tially, but an unsaid bond has been created. If they're never cited back, they may just stop offer-
ing the gift (an unrequited citation). More significant examples include the tremendous excite-
ment generated by research money. Such money increasingly depends on kinship networks 
of considerable reciprocal gift-giving practices. For example, the potential beneficiaries of the 
research write a nice ‘letter of support’ for the application, which in turn is grounded in personal 
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relationships of liking and prestige; the academic(s) gives up the money to the institution with 
the unspoken understanding that their career will get some gift in return; the grant owner creates 
a job for a budding doctoral student who reciprocates by doing the work and shares any glory 
around; the greater and wider the network of academic and non-academic partners, the more this 
virtual circle flourishes, and the more personal debts accrue, the more entrenched the kinship 
becomes. Conferences, for instance, are not just about the dissemination of knowledge, they're 
about becoming likable to powerful kin networks and even becoming adopted by them (as when, 
for instance, one is invited to join a powerful research group).

Such kinship networks create problems for the bureaucratic system of justice. More recent 
exposes show many biases seeping out from this system. Even from the point of view of knowl-
edge, for instance, (2019), like Cheng (2020), has discovered an overwhelming patriarchal qual-
ity to the network in the kinds of knowledge produced. She gives many examples, but one that 
stands out is the diagnosis of heart disease relying on male symptoms (chest pain) rather than 
female symptoms (breathlessness). This is an example of ‘groupthink’ within a whole system of 
networks, as a whole (as we saw earlier, care ethics are gendered). While that's from an episte-
mological point of view, from an ontological perspective, the levels of indebtedness within the 
kinship network creates the potential for abuse – that tend to be covered by non-disclosure agree-
ments. Largely they relate around condensing immense amounts of bureaucratic decision-mak-
ing power to the hand of one individual – or influencer on committees (within the network). For 
those outside the network, it seems that opportunities do not come their way because they are 
not in the network – and that bureaucratic reassurances that this does not matter are not actually 
implemented (what is called ‘unconscious bias’). Binns' (2019) work on the alienation of work-
ing-class academics from networks is one example of this as is the work on BAME communities' 
feeling of exclusion (Essed & Carberry, 2020).

5 | ARE BUREAUCRACY AND TRADITIONALISM COMPATIBLE? 
ARE THE VALUES OF JUSTICE AND CARE COMMENSURABLE? 
DRAWING ON ISAIAH BERLIN

Much of this contradiction is already a source of knowledge within psychology and the academy 
more generally. Indeed, it can lead to a haunting sense of hypocrisy or irony when the bureau-
cratic ethic of justice lives alongside the practicalities of the ethic of care. For instance, who cites 
their own work with no sense of ‘self-care’ at all? That conflict with the purity of bureaucratic 
values is understood but, unspoken. It is perhaps, performed. Hedgehogs by conviction but foxes 
by performance.

To delve deeper into this, we will move away from these examples to a discussion of Berlin's 
dilemma as to whether different values lead to relativism (e.g. neither justice nor care have any 
value, as everything is socially constructed leaving us only with irony) or absolutism (e.g. we need 
to purge the academy of magic) or some kind of pluralism – where we can live with different 
values or live as foxes. This is an abstract, philosophical discussion from which we will subse-
quently draw some conclusions for our dilemmas above.

For Berlin, values such as justice and care are objective in the sense that they reflect the 
commonly understood needs and purposes of human beings as these have variously emerged 
in particular historical contexts over millennia; they are objective in the sense that they are 
empirical, factual, part of our fundamental being as self-conscious, purposive creatures with 
the capacity for both practical and abstract reasoning in a range of physical, social and cultural 
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environments (Berlin,  2001, p. 12; 2013b, p. 430). This sense of objectivity clearly is different 
from and at odds with that which has traditionally been employed in the philosophical discus-
sion of social, political or ethical questions, according to which objectivity is equivalent to social, 
political or ethical rectitude – values are considered objective in this latter sense because they are 
thought to be the right, or true, or correct values, in contrast with those which are thought wrong, 
or false, or incorrect, and as such purely relative and subjective (Berlin, 2013a, pp. 321–2). In 
academic lives, such common sense means the chasing of ‘care’ out of public life into the private 
domain. However, it is against this ‘transcendent’ or ‘Platonic’ sense of objectivity that almost the 
whole body of Berlin's work is directed.

These objective values are irreducibly plural, Berlin suggests, sometimes conflicting and, 
crucially, incommensurable in general. Certainly Berlin recognises the possibility that values 
which inherently conflict – such as liberty and equality, or justice and mercy – can co-exist in 
specific situations without direct conflict, and that a rational assessment of factual and logical 
considerations which arise in those situations may permit an ascription of priority to one or 
other value, such that the circumstantial priorities in one situation may tip the scales in favour of 
liberty – which can of course be exercised in line with some of the demands of equality – whilst 
those in another may tip the scales in favour of equality, which again can be achieved with some 
regard to liberty. Berlin explicitly states that a pluralist ‘will accept that a value which has more 
weight in one set of circumstances may have less in another’, and ‘that the answer in any particu-
lar case could be the subject of discussion and potential agreement by reasonable people’ (Berlin 
& Williams, 1994, p. 307). Elsewhere he cites the example of the jurists among the Reformers 
of the sixteenth century who ‘argued that while ancient Roman law or custom was relevant to 
Rome, ancient or modern, it would not do for the descendants of Franks or Gauls', and who 
‘insisted on the equally objective validity of different sets of values for dissimilar societies and 
conditions’, since ‘the appropriateness of a particular code to a particular society and form of life 
could be demonstrated by universally valid, that is not-relativist, factual and logical considera-
tions’ (Berlin, 1991, p. 83).

Hence a ‘careful justice’ or ‘justified care’ in specific situations is compatible with Berlin's 
conception of value pluralism. However, whether such a hybrid could ever constitute a single, 
synthesised ethics of both justice and care, in equal measures, is debatable, since in Berlin's 
view the relationship between competing values is not that of harmonious complements which 
achieve a stable equilibrium, but that rather of antagonistic opposites which vie for ground, the 
demands of one encroaching upon the territory of the other in one situation, whilst in another 
the reverse is true. Some integration of justice and care may then be possible in practice, but 
such an alliance will perhaps be an uneasy one that involves shifting imbalances between the 
two, rather than an equally weighted and stable synthesis. In other words ‘we must engage in 
what are called trade-offs – rules, values, principles must yield to each other in varying degrees in 
specific situations’ (Berlin, 2013b, p. 15). And although Berlin says that ‘we must not dramatise 
the incompatibility of values’ (Berlin, 2013b, p. 15), it remains true for him that in some situa-
tions clashes between values may be stark and even rationally and pragmatically irresolvable, 
since ‘Some among the Great Goods cannot live together’ (Berlin, 2013b, p. 11). Both justice and 
care count as such Goods, and although it is desirable, and may be possible, to integrate them in 
practice, such an integration is likely to be imbalanced, uneasy, contested and dynamic.

Despite the protestations of his critics, Berlin does not accept that this results inevitably in 
relativism. The argument he employs most frequently and develops at most length to refute the 
charge of relativism, rests upon the relatively uncontested fact that human beings can under-
stand each other's values and the reasons why individuals and groups may choose to pursue them 
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even when these values are not shared; so for instance, that we can understand why academics 
cite friends, although we disapprove of it – this might be termed Berlin's ‘argument from intelligi-
bility’, his reliance upon an ethical species of verstehen as a refutation of relativism. For example, 
in The Pursuit of the Ideal, Berlin (2013b) writes that:

There is a world of objective values…I am not blind to what the Greeks valued – their 
values may not be mine, but I can grasp what it would be like to live by their light, I 
can admire and respect them, and even imagine myself as pursuing them, although 
I do not – and do not wish to, and perhaps could not if I wished (pp. 9–10).

These statements are characteristic of Berlin's ‘argument from intelligibility’, which routinely 
makes implicit or explicit reference to a cluster of related concepts that he employs: the ‘human 
horizon’ of values; the concept of the human ‘core’ or ‘core’ values; and the concept of ‘universal’ 
values. The ‘human horizon’ contains all those values which are intelligible to human beings, 
even where they do not accept them; ‘core’ values are that minimum number which all human 
beings and societies accept, so ethical universals; ‘universal’ values are those which are univer-
sally understood and those which are universally accepted. This cluster of concepts allows Berlin 
to retain a strong version of the principle of the incommensurability of values which underpins 
and is the key, defining feature of pluralism, whilst also retaining a minimal ethical universalism 
through a minimum of shared values and thereby avoiding relativism. This is a common read-
ing of his position and one which he himself seems to set out in several places. In terms of our 
dilemma, it means that we can understand the different systems of care and justice but it doesn't 
necessarily place any ethical demands on us because it is ‘the way things are’.

Problems abound for Berlin's argument, though and for foxes acting as hedgehogs by exten-
sion: he fails to differentiate consistently between the horizon and the core and the two sense of 
‘universal’, often using these concepts interchangeably; he is not clear whether the intelligibility 
of values or the existence of shared values refutes relativism (though overall he seems to favour 
the former position); if intelligibility, then we are surely left with relativism, if shared values, 
then we must equally be left not with pluralism but a broad or narrow monism, depending on 
the number of shared values? Furthermore, Berlin's ‘core’ centres very much on traditionally 
liberal concerns, such as freedom from external interference and the inviolability of the individ-
ual, which has led to the observation that Berlin's pluralism is compromised by his liberalism 
(Gray, 1995).

The most repeated criticism that Berlin's ‘argument from intelligibility’ has faced, though, is 
that it fails to differentiate between cognitive or epistemological relativism, and ethical relativ-
ism. Just because we can understand the exercise of care in self-citation or in gift-giving, does not 
mean that we agree that these ‘care’ values are as valid as pure bureaucratic justice. For example, 
Galipeau (1994) argues that:

Berlin confuses issues. He confuses epistemological relativism with moral relativ-
ism, and asserts that if the former is untrue so is the latter. But the claim of moral 
relativism is distinct from the epistemological claim, even though moral unity would 
entail common intelligibility (p. 63).

Anderson  (1992) agrees, pointing out that Berlin's argument from intelligibility ‘confuses 
sharing with comprehending’, and Lessnoff  (1999, p. 220; author's emphasis) makes a similar 
point when he writes:
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What is not clear…is whether all cultural values which are familiar and comprehen-
sible, are to be accepted as valid. The results of that would be catastrophic. It would 
not allow Berlin to condemn slavery, for example, as he explicitly wishes to do, nor 
religious intolerance, the Inquisition, or (probably) genocide (p. 245).

The thrust of these criticisms is clear; values which are commonly understood or intelligi-
ble may permit mutual comprehension and perhaps communication, but they do not constitute 
grounds for ethical agreement, of the kind required to refute ethical relativism proper. Ethical 
understanding and ethical conviction are different things, and only the existence of common 
ethical convictions or commonly held values is sufficient to refute relativism and rescue pluralism 
as a distinct doctrine.

Berlin is clear that some universal moral prescriptions are possible (Berlin, 2013b, p. 15), so 
he can and does refute charges of the kind levelled above. However, the argument he employs 
most frequently to refute the charge of relativism is that from intelligibility, not that from shared 
values, which leads not to pluralism but to a broad or narrow monism, though he does not make 
this point himself. Pluralism necessitates moral conflicts and dilemmas – only monism guaran-
tees moral agreement. Does Berlin's defence of what seems a decidedly ‘liberal’ core compromise 
his pluralism, though, by favouring the value of individual liberty (e.g. the individual liberty to 
privilege caring over justice) in all circumstances? Not if a distinction is made between values 
which are universally valid and actions which are universally proscribed, and the core is equated 
not with the value of liberty, but rather populated with universally proscribed actions (such as 
slavery and torture). This distinction clearly permits a minimal universalist ethics (the proscribed 
actions will inevitably be at the extreme end of the spectrum of human behaviour) without 
compromising the principle of the incommensurability of values in general upon which plural-
ism rests; if a clear differentiation is made between a horizon of values as broad ethical categories 
for the species – a ‘minimum’ of values which are cognitively and anthropologically circumscrip-
tive rather than ethically prescriptive – and a core of ethical imperatives against specific inhu-
mane actions or practices (such as extreme corruption of bureaucratic rationality) – a ‘minimum’ 
of absolute ethical prescriptions – then it would seem that Berlin, and foxes comfortable with 
being foxes, can refute relativism convincingly without this pluralism lapsing into a broad or a 
narrow monism, and at the same time can retain his dual commitments to both pluralism and 
liberalism without inconsistency; a core of concrete ethical prescriptions associated specifically 
neither with liberty nor with any other value leaves incommensurability intact whilst permitting 
universal condemnation of inhumane actions.

5.1 | Does Berlin's pluralism lead to a lack of standards to calibrate 
replications?

It could be argued that adopting an anthropological approach to values strips the latter of any 
objectivity by regarding them as emerging out of human practices rather than as the objects of 
such practices. As objects of human practices, values must be external to or beyond them. If they 
are the products of human practices, values are of necessity subjective and relative, and the ques-
tion of their ‘truth’ or otherwise becomes a meaningless one. 2 It follows that a consequence of 
regarding values such as ‘justice’ – and the notion of ‘truth’ which it presupposes – as intrinsic to 
and irremovable from human practices is that science cannot be distinguished from magic; each 
is a form of human activity which can be thought to yield valuable anthropological evidence of 
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two distinct ways in which human beings have conceived of their worlds in different places and 
at different times, but with no implication that one of these conceptions of the world is true and 
the other false.

If values proceed from human practices then ethical and, more broadly, epistemological rela-
tivism are unavoidable. There can be no authentic standards by implication – just the pretence 
of standards. Indeed, standards become parodic in that they subvert the values they are attempt-
ing to uphold by imposing bureaucratic procedures on values (Stenner, 2016). As Stenner (2016) 
points out, however, a rejection of all standards leads ultimately to nihilism and Kierkegaardian 
despair – a refusal to admit some things and refuse others into social and personal goods.

Such dangerous relativism is a persuasive reading of the anthropological approach to values, 
but this reading also presupposes a notion of the ‘truth’ of values which is realist in the Platonic 
sense and fundamentally monistic, and which has historical roots in the West reaching back over 
two thousand years – roots much more ancient and deeper than those of value pluralism, which 
according to Berlin emerges towards the end of the eighteenth century. In the physical sciences, 
such a notion of truth is unavoidable – there, absolute truths are sought and discovered, iron 
regularities established, laws confirmed, and all of these are objects of human practices rather 
than products of them, and ought to be replicable experimentally (although some areas of the 
physical sciences, e.g. biomedicine fare worse than others in this regard).

It is a category error, though, to assume that such an absolute notion of truth applies in the 
realm of human values endemic in human activity. That's why even in the physical sciences 
dynamics of care, in practice, have the potential to seep into their epistemology and ontology 
(e.g. the ‘default male’ -Criado Perez, 2019). What the study of ethics reveals, on the contrary, 
is not external and absolute moral truths or laws of conduct but a complex tangle of multiple, 
incommensurable and sometimes conflicting values, which are objective in the sense that they 
arise from human interaction, and to several of which any individual or society may be simul-
taneously committed, however inconsistently and ambivalently. Hence, failures of replication 
constitute a ‘crisis’ for psychology only if the plurality and complexity of human motivations, 
choices and actions are obscured by the ancient seductive pull of monism. In this sense, they 
seem less a ‘crisis’ than an opportunity to re-evaluate the fundamental assumptions, aims and 
methods of experimental psychology along pluralistic lines. In emphasising the historicity of 
concepts of objectivity, and drawing attention to the pervasive and longstanding influence of one 
in particular – that associated with Platonism in the ancient world and with scientific ration-
alism in the modern period – Berlin's work can thus be used both to throw light on the reason 
why the validity of psychological and other human studies is widely thought to rest wholly upon 
their replicability, and to offer an alternative, empirical and historical sense of objectivity which 
aims to transcend the subjective/objective dichotomy that has bedevilled philosophy since the 
time of Plato. As the historian of science Lorraine Daston (2009, p. 813) points out: ‘Even though 
many, if not most, philosophers have broken with Platonism, the characteristic practices of their 
own discipline instill the view that the genuinely philosophical is that which withstands the 
ravages of time’. She continues that ‘most historians of science these days’, by contrast, assume 
that ‘scientific practices are both socially constructed and real’ (author's emphasis), and that such 
practices ‘are neither historically inevitable nor metaphysically true’. This sense of the objectiv-
ity of scientific practices – as socially constructed or mediated encounters with reality – chimes 
with Berlin's sense of the objectivity of values as both historically and culturally embedded and 
specific, and – at least in some cases – anthropologically constant, part of the given condition 
and experience of human beings. In contrast with this more grounded, complex and fluid sense 
of objectivity, though, there remains more than a hint of traditional epistemological objectivism 
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– of the kind that Thomas Nagel attempts to capture in his book The View from Nowhere, which 
draws attention to the impossibility of a panoptic comprehension of reality that is not located in 
or limited by a particular perspective – in the assumption that failure to replicate a study neces-
sarily invalidates it.

6 | CONCLUSION

Berlin leaves us with the comfort that modernity and traditionalism can co-exist, that a plurality 
of values is possible. This is different from the more psychologically current concept of ‘prag-
matism’ which suggests that we can privately assume different sets of values depending on the 
relevant conversational context (Rorty, 1982) which can lead to a sense of liberal irony across 
conversations. Berlin offers a more naked recognition of the two incommensurable value systems 
working in parallel and seeping into one another (such as when a job description is so specific 
that only one favoured person in the world can apply for it; when private rage at a citation sleight 
turns into a public relentless litany of every petty ‘careless’ error).

So far, so good. This recognition is part of what many of us privately already do. However, we 
do this on the basis of cognitive understanding – we can understand these different systems are 
incommensurate but that does not require any ethical action. It makes intelligible sense as part 
of a broader set of inconsistencies on the horizon of awareness. The more compelling dilemma 
Berlin asks us to address is what the minimum ethical proscriptions and prescriptions are that 
we can live with. This involves turning private troubles into public affairs – to find and perform 
the common core of ethical convictions in particular dilemmatic situations.

We're used to screaming blue murder when there has been a bureaucratic violation but less 
used to publicly performing the care ethic in the sideshadows of the justice ethic (the counter 
reality), even though there are many occasions when both values need to be performed. This is 
because the justice ethic is seen to trump the care ethic in a commensurable system of rational-
ity. As incommensurable values, however, what matters is the performance of the common core 
of convictions, particularly if one has a voice to do so. This could be to loudly interfere when 
the bureaucracy has become too heartless (e.g. when rigid tick boxes on career promotions and 
appointments block disadvantaged groups even though they're all encouraged to apply), or when 
the kinship system has led to recurring favouritism that the bureaucratic structure nonetheless 
supports (such as career fillips tied to gift-giving/research money). Addressing these paratextual 
issues, will enrich the performances of the research text by allowing a plurality of equal values to 
clash in the public sphere.
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ENDNOTES
  1 We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for drawing out this point.
  2 This is not to deny the historicity of concepts of objectivity, their weddedness to particular times, places, assump-

tions and practices, but rather to draw attention to one such particularly influential concept…
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