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 هنا وفي كل مكان – علم اجتماع المعرفة العلمية
 ستيفن شابين

  

  ملخص

 هو "Sociology of Scientific Knowledge ""SSK"علم اجتماع المعرفة العلمية 
الجو التساؤلي واحد من أكثر تخصصات المهنة هامشية، ومع ذلك فإن موضوعه المعرفي، 

ع على العام، وبعض مكتشفاته لها عالقة قوية بطبيعة ومجال البحث الخاص بعلم االجتما
، وإلى أي مدى، يمكن أن يسأل عن كيففي حين أن علم االجتماع التقليدي . وجه العموم

 أن المعرفة كانت بيني إلى أن يسعى "SSK"على نتائج العقل، " العوامل االجتماعية"تؤثر 
في جوهرها اجتماعية، وبهذا، طرح أسئلة أساسية عن التقسيم الذي كان مسلما به بين 

هذا العمل يتتبع التطورات . ماعية وبين العوامل المعرفية أو الطبيعيةالعوامل االجت
يولوجية والثقافية وسالتاريخية لعلم اجتماع المعرفة العلمية وعالقاته بالتساؤالت الس

 والمشكالت التي تنبع منها والتي "SSK"في " المحلية"هو يحدد الحساسيات . ةبصورة عام
أشكال النقد الموجه إلى وأخيرا، يصف عدد من . لعلميةيواجهها عن كيف تتجه المعرفة ا

"SSK" والذي ظهر من خالل ممارسيه أنفسهم، مبينا كيف يكون بعض هذا النقد معبرا عن 
  ).privileged meta-languages( من الدرجة الثانية للغات الذاتيةعودة اآلمال القديمة 

  

  مقدمة

أكثر هذه . "SSK"ع المعرفة العلمية ليس هناك نقص في مراجعات وتقييم علم اجتما
ي  وضع بصمتهم الخاصة على مجال متشظاألعمال كتبت بواسطة نقاد أو مشاركين بقصد

يجب أن يكون، كيف  المجال، و ماهيةرؤيتي عن:  أنا أيضا شاركت في ذلك.1ومحل جدال
 تكون قد تم التمسك بها بقوة؛ وقد تم عرضها في مكان آخر، وبشكل ال يمكن تجنبه سوف

لكيف  ولكن الغرض هنا ليس تحقيق النقاط بقدر تقديم مسحا نقديا. ظاهرة في هذا المسح
 بالمقارنة مع علم االجتماع، لجعل االهتمامات "SSK"تطور، وال يزال يتطور، مجال 

بالنسبة لهذا . األساسية للمجال أقرب للفهم لعلماء االجتماع على العموم عن ذي قبل
ما  في الثقافة االجتماعية وال "SSK" مكان حيث ال ليس تافها، التخصص، هذا الغرض

                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

، ففي حين أنه يطرح موقفا قويا دفاعا عن مميزات )Lynch) "1993:Ch2-4"إشارة خاصة يجب أن تعطى لعمل لينش  1
 .ت االجتماعية للعلم، يقدم مسحا نقديا تفصيليا لالتجاهات الحديثة للدراسا"اإلثنوميثودولوجي"
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 قد تم – وعلى األخص النظرية االجتماعية –يتضمنه بالنسبة لمستقبل علم االجتماع 
  .2عرضه بشكل كاف سابقا

 في "SSK"في العنوان يشير في الحال إلى إشكالية مكان " هنا وفي كل مكان"الـ 
 كيف يمكن – مركزية أوجدها ويواجهها اآلن ةوإلى مشكلي إطار علم االجتماع األكاديم

تفسير العالقة بين المحددات المحلية التي يتم إنتاج المعرفة العلمية في إطارها والكفاءة 
  .المتميزة التي يبدو أن هذه المعرفة تتحرك بواسطتها

  علم اجتماع المعرفة العلمية والثقافة األكاديمية

لم ينشأ سوى . جاحات علم االجتماع في الفترة الماضية كأحد ن"SSK"يجب تصنيف 
] من القرن العشرين[منذ حوالي خمسة وعشرون عاما، في السبعينيات وأوائل الثمانينيات 

 اآلن هناك ممارسون ).Collins 1983a:266-71(وكان بشكل تام تقريبا ممارسة بريطانية 
راليا؛ واألعمال التأسيسية المكتوبة لهم نفوذ كبير في شمال أمريكا، اسكندينافيا، واست

باللغة اإلنجليزية قد ترجمت إلى الفرنسية، اإليطالية، اليابانية، البولندية، الروسية، 
العلم، "، أو "الدراسات العلمية والتكنولوجية"الدراسات العلمية، "برامج في . واألسبانية

ة الوطنية العلمية للواليات  بعضها تم تمويله من خالل المؤسس–" التكنولوجيا والمجتمع
 ظهروا بشدة في هؤالء العلماء.  تشغل لديها علماء اجتماع المعرفة العلمية–المتحدة 

. أفضل الجامعات األمريكية؛ كما ظهرت وانتشرت جمعيات مهنية مرتبطة بهذا المجال
ن  كانوا سابقا يجهلون أو غير مهتميالمجالت العلمية والناشرون األكاديميون، الذي

بالمجال، أصبحوا اآلن يبحثون عن مساهمات فيه، خالقين وضعا أدى فيه الطلب إلى نقص 
 ,Bloor 1991(الكتب التأسيسية طبعت ووزعت باعتبارها أعماال كالسيكية . األعمال الجيدة
Collins 1992( ؛ الكتب التعريفية بالمجال، أعمال المسح التركيبي، والكتب المرجعية ظهرت
عادة تعريف هذا المجال السريع التغير اهنت على إها بواسطة مراجع رثم تم تجاوز

)Barnes 1972, 1985, Mulkay 1979, Barnes & Shapin 1979, Barnes & Edge 1982, 
Law & Lodge 1984, Yearley 1984, Woolgar 1988a, Cozzens & Gieryn 1990, 

Callon & Latour 1991, Jasanoff et al 1994.(  

 في برامج التواصل العلمي "SSK"تم إطالق مشروعات إلقحام مكتشفات كما 
 تحليل  وفيCollins & Pinch 1993, Chambers & Turnbull 1989(3(والتعليم الليبرالي 

 Jasanoff 1990, 1992, Wynne 1992, Collins(وتكوين العلم وسياسيات التكنولوجيا 
1985, Fuller 1993, Cambrosio et al 1990, Travis & Collins 1991, Epstein 1993( ،

، بالمعنى العام، على صياغة المقوالت التقليدية للنظرية "SSK"في حين أنه تم تأكيد قدرة 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

. كما أوضح أدناه العديد من علماء اجتماع المعرفة العلمية لم يكونوا مدربين منهجيا في إطار علم االجتماع، وال أنا أيضا 2
مثل هذه الهواية تخون نفسها عادة بسذاجة، وبشكل أقل ). تدريبي وأكثر أعمالي ينتمي إلى التاريخ أكثر من علم االجتماع(

وألنني لم أصل إلى علم االجتماع من خالل المسار الطبيعي للمهنة، أجد نفسي .  الرؤى العميقة الخاصة باألساسياتكثيرا في
  . مهتما بقضية كيف نمتلك فهما سوسيولوجيا للعلم" بشكل غير مهني"

 
تمد بشكل أساسي على تع) Morton & Carr 1993(يعتبر ظهور سلسلة حديثة عن التجربة العلمية نشرت في اإليكونوميست  3
"SSK"مقياسا للنجاح المؤقت لهذه االقتراحات .  
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  .Latour 1993, Law 1994(4(االجتماعية والثقافية ككل 

األكثر أهمية، هو أن الثقافة األكاديمية عموما أظهرت اهتماما كبيرا بما تم إنجازه 
 "SSK"على العكس من العديد من متخصصي علم االجتماع اآلخرين جذب .  هذا المجالفي

 ,e.g. Shapin 1982, Shapin & Schaffer 1985(بقوة اهتمام المؤرخين والفالسفة 
Rudwick 1985, Golinski 1990, Dear 1995, Fuller 1988, 1992, Rouse 1987, 

Toulmin 1990 (تاريخي أو فلسفي وما يعد تطبيقا وخطوط التماس بين ما يعد 
في هذه  .5سوسيولوجيا في هذه المنطقة أصبحت مطموسة إلى حد عدم إمكان رؤيتها

 األنثروبولوجيون، منظروا النظرية األدبية والنسوية، والجماعة غير المحددة األثناء انجذب
 إلى دراسة العلم ،"الدراسات الثقافية"المتمثلة في وبشكل دقيق ولكنها مثلت تيارا جديدا 

  أكثرالدراسات االجتماعية للعلم هي واحدة منف. "SSK"بشكل كبير بتأثير أعمال 
   .المشروعات المتعددة التخصصات في الدراسات األكاديمية الحديثة استمرارية

منذ ما يقرب من خمسة وعشرون عاما خلت كان بالكاد حقيقة عالمية معترف بها 
الطرق العمياء "، لـ يما سوسيولوجيا مشروعا للخطأ العلمأنه يمكن أن يكون هناك فه

، لحالة المؤسسات العلمية، وربما للدينامية العمومية للبؤر العلمية، ولكن "التي دخلها العلم
 Ben-David(لم يكن ممكنا أن يوجد شيئا مثل سوسيولوجيا للمعرفة العلمية األصيلة 

 لم تصل بعد إلى حد االعتراف بها عالميا، "SSK"اآلن، وفي حين أن نجاعة  ).1971:11-13
إال أن عددا من الدعاوى المركزية قد مرت إلى التعامالت األكاديمية العادية، والمسارات 
 رالحديثة لتاريخ وفلسفة العلم، التكنولوجيا، والطب تم تشكيلها بشكل أساسي من خالل تقدي

  . "SSK" أبحاث  من خاللطرحت لهم المشكالت التي أتاحتهاالممارسين للفرص التي 

بعض : وفي نفس الوقت، يظهر المجال عالمات عديدة على أنه في أزمة حادة
المشكالت لها تاريخ طويل، في حين أن بعضها اآلخر يجب أن ينظر إليه على أنه الحصاد 

تأسيس إمكانية، مشروعية،  في "SSK"نفس اإلنجاز الذي حققه . المر للنجاح نفسه
تفصيلي للمعرفة العلمية جذب طيفا ) تاريخي-واجتماعي(فهم سوسيولوجي واالهتمام ب

وال   المجالحدود ال  لم تعدواسعا من األكاديميين من التخصصات األخرى إلى درجة أنه
تعدد "ما يبدو بالنسبة لبعض الممارسين على أن  . واضحةتركيزه أهدافه الفكرية وبؤر

عدم اتساق ونقص في جدية الغرض يدعو آلخر يبدو بالنسبة للبعض ا" محمود لألصوات
تطورت لتصبح أكثر ، "SSK"لـ " موضوعي"كمقابل " الدراسة االجتماعية للعلم. "إلى األسف

). Pickering 1992 على سبيل المثال،(المناطق طردا، أكثرها جدال، بل وأكثرها تدميرا 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

يستمر منظروا علم االجتماع في الفترة األخيرة في التعليق بشكل مركزي على العلم والتكنولوجيا في حـين أنهـم يتفـاعلون      4
 Bauman 1993:199-209, Giddens :علـى سـبيل المثـال    ("SSK"بشكل جزئي، أو ال يتفاعلون على اإلطالق مع أدبيـات  

1993:9-15, Bourdieu 1990, 1991.(  
بوضـوح إلـى أن العالقـة بـين     ) HM Collins (1983a:272)(عندما تمت مراجعة التخصص أخيرا في هذه المجلة، أشار  5
"SSK"        بشكل مترابط سوف يؤدي إلى التعامل مع تاريخ العلم        "للمجال  " الوصف الدقيق " والتاريخ المرتبط به كانت سليمة وأن ."

ومع ذلك، لم يحاول كولينز، رغم أن ذلك يضيق إلى حد كبير معالجته للدراسات اإلثنوجرافية للعلم المعاصر، أن يقدم مثل هـذا                      
، كان قد صرح أنه يشك في أن العمل التاريخي في إمكانه من حيث المبـدأ  )Collins 1981a(قبل ذلك بعامين ". الدقيق"الوصف 

. "SSK"ح الفهم اإلثنوجرافي للعلم، وبعد ذلك بأربعة أعوام أعلن أن الدراسات التاريخية مثلت أفضل ما فـي                  أن يؤدي إلى نجا   
  . تغير األحكام يمكن قراءته على أنه دليل موثوق به على تغير الحقائق
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ثر صور المعرفة تقديرا لمجرد أن الموضوع محل البحث ليس أقل من التفسير الدقيق ألك
وأصبح  . الصراع على الحق في التفسير مشحونا ومريرا أصبح– حقيقته –في مجتمعنا 

هؤالء الذي يحتفظون بوجهات  عبء عدم العدالة في عالمنا واقعا بشكل حازم على عاتق
   ".غير صحيحة"نظر منهجية 

يارات بين االخت.  الجدال الشديدتحتقضايا أساسية لها صفة منهجية وقعت 
، األهداف )نسبة إلى فيبر(والذاتية الفيبرية ) نسبة إلى دوركايم(الوضعية الدوركايمية 

بحث الميكرو والماكرو، التأكيد على  الخاصة بالشرح واإليضاح، بؤر الالتفسيرية وتلك
قام العراك حولها،  كل هذه القضايا –البنية والفاعلية، المناهج النظرية واإلمبيريقية 

رئيسي لعلم جات متفاوتة من االرتباط المهني بالمجال، مع جدال موازي لها في التيار البدر
 إعادة تحديد  محاوالت هامة في ما بين إعادة اختراع العجلة إلىتفاوتاالجتماع، مع نتائج ت

 ,Cailon & Latour 1981, Collins 1981a, 1983b(لمصطلحات المطروحة للجدال ا
Knorr-Cetina 1981a,b, Law 1974, 1984, Turner 1981 .( تم تقديم عدد من المخططات

) sociology of science(المنهجية واألنطولوجية، وتم التأكيد على أن علم اجتماع العلم 
يتطلب االعتماد على المخططات الصحيحة، في حين أن الشكاك تساءلوا عما إذا كانت 

 ,Latour 1993)(طلب ميتافيزيقا تها تالمشروعات التفسيرية يجب أن يكون مفترضا أن
Shapin 1992:354-60.(  اكتشف علماء اجتماع العلم الرواد أن المجال تضمن كيانات

أنه ال يمكن الوصول  يأس ممزوج باالبتهاجب وأعلنوا ،"االهتمامات"، مثل "اجتماعية-نظرية"
نوا اندهاشهم  أعل آخرون ممارسونللعلم، في حين أن" محددة"إلى أوصاف أو شروحات 

من إمكانية أن يفكر أي أحد في بناء تصورات خالية من التنظير أو التظاهر بالتحديد 
)Woolgar 1981, Barnes 1981.(   

 لنسيج النظام  دخيالاتهديد باعتبارها )relativism(تمت مهاجمة النسبية 
يست األخالقية أو ول(االجتماعي، في حين أن المدافعون عنها جادلوا بأن النسبية المنهجية 

وناضل  6.هي ببساطة ضرورية للتفسير الطبيعي للتغيرات في االعتقاد) األنطولوجية
 الدعوى األصلية .الممارسون لتحديد الموقف الصحيح للتحليل، ما بين غير المهتم والملتزم

تمت ) Bloor [1976] 1991(كن سوى امتدادا لدراسة العلم لنفسه  لم ي"SSK"القائلة بأن 
 لعدد من الكتاب الذي –ربما لم يصبح سائدا بعد الذي  و–قابلتها باإلصرار المستمر م

") غامض"، أو "غير إنساني"، "ذكوري"، "سلطوي"على أنه ( يقصدون التعريض بالعلم
 بديلة رؤىوبواسطة هؤالء الذين يظنون أن الهدف الصحيح بالنسبة لألكاديميين هو فتح 

 ,Martin 1993(لكيف يجب أن تتكون عالقاته االجتماعية لما يمكن أن يكونه العلم و
Restivo 1989, Lynch & Fuhrman 1991, Scott et al 1990; cf Collins 1991, Lynch 

1992b.(    
                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

هـو، إذن، أنـه     ": لمناهجمصداقية اعتقادين مختلفين عن العالم يجب تفسيره باستخدام نفس ا         "بالنسبة إلى تحليل للقول بأن       6
. متعـددة ) إليهما(الذي يرجعان إليه    ) العوالم(بنفس القدر، أو أن العالم      " صحيحان"ليس ضروريا أن يكون مرادفا للقول بأنهما        

. كموضوع للبحث أكثرها منها كمـصدر     " أحكام الحقيقة " النسبويون يضعون جانبا األسئلة الوجودية ويعاملون        "SSK"تقريبا كل   
 ما كانت األخالقية محل اهتمام، الميل السائد هنا ليس االحتفال بالالمركزية األخالقية ولكن لتفسير كيف تحمل التصورات                  وبقدر

  . األخالقية المتعددة سمتها اإللزامية
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حديثا جدا، أصبح عددا قليال من العلماء الطبيعيين المتميزين على دراية بـ 
"SSK"الغرض والنغمة ما بين الممارسين، ، وبشجاعة، متجاهلين االختالفات الحاسمة في 

عمدوا إلى كشفهم جميعا باعتبارهم أعداء للعلم، ومدفوعين ألهداف خاصة بأجندات 
 تم إرجاع األزمة المزعومة في ثقة ).Gross & Levitt 1994, Wolpert 1992(سياسية 

 "SSK"  إلى التأثير الشرير للـ– بشكل ال يصدق كما يظهر –الجمهور، ودعمه، في العلم 
الهشاشة ). e.g. Theocharis & Psimipoulis 1987(ولزميلتها في المسار فلسفة العلم 
يولوجية القليلة التي تطمح إلى تفسير ثقافة أكثر وسالسياسية لواحدة من التخصصات الس

هيبة منها ذاتها، والتي تقدم تفسيرات مختلفة عن الروايات الرسمية لهذه الثقافة، قوة و
 وكما يقول المثل الصيني، من يركب ظهر النمر يمكن أن ينتهي. ن فقط ظاهرةأصبحت اآل
  . داخلهبه األمر

فقد تصادف . ن الذين يعملون في المجال يستمر في التضاؤلوسيولوجييعدد الس
 إلى شعبية نسبية مع التخفيض المستمر لحكومة تاتشر في تمويل الجامعات "SSK"وصول 

اناة عدد من مراكز هذا التخصص األساسية بشدة، وتآكل أو البريطانية مما أدى إلى مع
واالرتفاع في االهتمام بهذا المجال في المعاهد . تالشي إمكانية تدريب الجيل التالي

باالنكماش االقتصادي وما األمريكية في منتصف الثمانينيات من القرن العشرين تأثر أيضا 
الظروف الصعبة تحبط المبادرة . علياترتب عليه من تخفيض في دعم وفرص الدراسات ال

ربما يشفي الوقت وتحسن . الفكرية، سواء من جانب الطلبة أو من جانب لجان االختيار
    ."SSK"االقتصاد هذه الجروح، ولكن صعوبات بنيوية مزمنة أثرت على 

يولوجية للعلم تضع متطلبات على عاتق من ينضم إليها، وهي وسأوال، الدراسة الس
على الرغم من االعتماد المستمر . يجدها الجميع، فيما عدا القلة، صعبة االستيفاءمتطلبات 

ن بما هو ليل من الطلبة يأتون مؤهلييولوجيا في أمريكا الشمالية على العلم، قوسللس
عدم القدرة المتأصل في البعض للتمكن من الجوانب .  مطلوب من معرفة بالعلوم الطبيعية

طة باألبحاث يضاف إلى خوف البعض اآلخر من أن مثل هذه العلمية التقنية المرتب
وعلى الرغم من الكالم الكثير عن التعليم . المتطلبات سوف يكون من الصعب جدا تحقيقها

 CP Snow in(التي وصفها " الثقافتين"المتفتح ومتطلبات توزيع الطلبة، فإن الفجوة ما بين 
 "SSK"إحساس شائع، ومبرر جزئيا، بأن  هناك .لم يتم تجسيرها بأي شكل ملموس) 1959

هو مجال صعب وأن الطلبة الذين يبحثون عن مستقبل علمي مضمون يجب أن ينظروا إلى 
   7.اتجاه آخر

  

  

  
                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

جنـود،   على سبيل المثـال مـشغلو اآلالت، ال        –ومع ذلك فإنه يمكن اإلشارة إلى أن دراسة أي ثقافة لها معرفة غير معتادة                7
العلـم، وإنمـا   " صـعوبة "ربما ليست  .  تتطلب اجتهاد مشابه والتزام مشابه بالجوانب التقنية       –الممرضات، أو ساحرو اآلزاندي     

  .هيبته والخوف منه هو الذي يؤدي إلى مثل هذا القلق المبالغ فيه
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 ال تفعل الكثير لتعريف الطلبة بماهية عيكما أن المواد التعليمية في المستوى الجام
جهة الخوف المبالغ فيه إعطائهم حتى قدر قليل من التعود لمواال هذا التخصص و

يولوجيا في وسأكثر من ذلك، التقاليد العلمية للس. والمفروض بنيويا من التقنية العلمية
ل في بريطانيا وأوروبا، تستمر بنشاط في نشر صورة عن قٌأمريكا الشمالية، وبدرجة أ

ك مقولة هنا. "SSK"العلمي والمعرفة العلمية مختلفة جذريا عن هذه التي يطرحها " المنهج"
ليست موجودة في العلوم " منهجه"بأن آخر قلعة كبرى لإليمان بالصورة المبسطة للعلم و

  .الطبيعية وإنما في العلوم اإلنسانية

الطلبة الذي يتعلمون في ظل هذا الواقع يجدون أن األعمال األساسية الحديثة في 
"SSK" – لقليل من مراجع علم ا.  ليست فقط غير معتادة وإنما صادمة– عندما يلتقونها

االجتماع تعدهم للدعوى القائلة بأن الحقيقة العلمية قابلة للفحص السوسيولوجي الدقيق، 
في حين أن بعض من السلطات العلمية المتميزة واألكثر ريادة تظل ضمن غير المقتنعين أو 

هذا على األعمال في ) 55-54 ,47-1981:41(يحكم جوزيف بن دافيد . غير المؤيدين لذلك
غير هام من " هو مجال "SSK"إلى درجة كبيرة، ويعلن أن " ةبرنامجي"التخصص بأنها 

إشارات غير ) 81 :1992(وفي حين يظهر ستيفن كول ". خطأ"و" الناحية السوسيولوجية
واحد أو حالة فشل في أن يحصل على مثل " بأنه برأيهيدلي ، إال أنه "SSK"عدائية نحو 

". تؤثر حقيقة على المحتوى المعرفي الخاص بالعلم" االجتماعية ياتتبين أن العمل" حدةاو
، الذي ينأى بنفسه عن الربط السوسيولوجي بعمله، أعلن حديثا )9-1992:8(وتوماس كون 

مثال للتفكيك "على أنه دعواه، هو " ما فهم بشكل واسع" أو بشكل أكثر غموضا، "SSK"أن 
 سوى عدد "SSK"متخصصين آخرين، ال يملك بالمقارنة مع  8".الذي وصل إلى حد الجنون

ن محدود من المدافعين أو الممارسين الكبار في المهنة السوسيولوجية، وال، على الرغم م
     . إستراتيجية قوية للتقدم المهني"SSK"يمثل االرتباط مع ، "موضة"تصويرها المستمر كـ 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

 موضوعي ولطيف بشكل واضح بالنـسبة       لعلم اجتماع العلم هو، بالمقارنة،    ) 1988(المسح الكامل الحديث لهارييت زوكرمان       8
الوظيفي والذي ترى دائما على أنها على خـالف         -، في حين أنها تبذل جهدا الستيعاب هذا المجال في التقليد البنائي           "SSK"إلى  
ويمكن لي أن أضيف، كمشارك، أنني بطبيعة الحال، راض تماما عن أن علم اجتماع المعرفة هو فـي آن واحـد ممكـن                       . معه

  – ليس بشكل كامـل      –بالمثل، أن راض أن هذا القدر       .  ، وأنه قد راكم حجما كبيرا من األعمال اإلمبيريقية المتميزة         وضروري
-cf Barnes 1994:22( لمناهجه ودعاواه المركزيـة  – وربما متعمد – يستمر في التفاعل من تمثيل بليد "SSK"من النقد للـ 

25, Bloor 1991:163-85 .(ا ليس مجرد تكرار الحجج القديمة للدفاع عن ومع ذلك غرضي هن"SSK"  ولكن محاولة أن أشـير 
  . إلى بعض سمات اإلطار الثقافي الذي ينغرس فيه بعمق التمثيل الخاطئ له
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SSK and Sociology 

The founding father of the sociology of science, Robert K Merton, 
worked from the late 1930s through the 1960s to constitute the study of 
science as a legitimate branch of structural-functionalist sociology, while 
at the same time he attempted to constitute sociology as “scientific.”  
What counted as “being scientific” was overwhelmingly taken from 
formal and informal philosophical models of the natural scientific 
“method” (e.g. Parsons 1949:Ch 1).  The same sensibility that persuaded 
Merton and his associates that sociological accounting had to stop at the 
door of scientific method and scientific knowledge (e.g. Merton 1970:xviii-
xix, 75, 199-200) also supported the claims of sociology to be a genuine 
science.  Accordingly, the very idea of a sociology of scientific knowledge 
butted against the self-understanding and legitimation of dominant 
strands of sociology.  It is this circumstance, more than others, that makes 
the place of SSK so problematic within the overall sociological culture, 
especially in its North American form. 

Therefore, Peter Winch’s (1958) critique of enterprises that tried 
to base an understanding of social action on the methods of natural 
science was decisive for several practitioners of SSK (Collins 1975:216, 
1981a:373, Knorr-Cetina 1981a:148-49, Lynch 1993:40-41, 163, 183, 228).  
If social science could be construed as fundamentally different from 
natural science - in its objects and in its appropriate methods - then it 
followed that the opening up of the natural sciences to sociological 
understanding need not be seen as a threat to sociology.  The pertinence 
of Winch’s views indicates the importance to SSK of intellectual resources 
coming from the margins of the American sociological profession, and, 
indeed, from outside of sociology proper.9  Winch’s book significantly 
stimulated curiosity about the later philosophy of Wittgenstein, especially 
its analysis of the indeterminacy of “rules,” while other British 
practitioners disputed Winch’s distinction between sociology and natural 
science (Bloor 1983).  The intellectual mix that in the 1970s inspired the 
early sociological studies of such British writers as Barry Barnes, David 
Bloor, HM Collins, Donald MacKenzie, Michael Mulkay, Richard 
Whitley, and Steve Woolgar included, to be sure, elements of the classic 
sociological theory of Durkheim and, more diffusely, of Marx, but also the 
historiography of TS Kuhn, the comparative cultural anthropology of EE 
Evans-Pritchard, Mary Douglas, and Robin Horton, philosophical work 
on the categories of sociological explanation by Alisdair Maclntyre, Basil 
Bernstein’s revisionist sociology of language and education, the relativist 
philosophy of Nelson Goodman, Mary Hesse’s neo-Bayesian philosophy of 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

9 Winch’s work, while influential in British sociological theorizing, is referred to little or not at 
all in standard American surveys. 
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science, and, especially, a vast body of detailed historical work on the 
natural sciences in their social and cultural contexts. 

In the early and mid 1980s, SSK received an infusion from 
practitioners trained in, or attracted by, phenomenological and 
ethnomethodological traditions.  Studies by Michael Lynch, Steve 
Woolgar, Steve Yearley, and Eric Livingston drew significantly on work 
by Alfred Schutz and Harold Garfinkel(Lynch 1988, 1993:Ch 4).  [It was 
predominantly these writers who imported the tag “social construction” 
into SSK, most immediately by way of Berger & Luckmann (1966), 
though others not primarily indebted to phenomenology soon elaborated 
a modified conception of “social constructionism,” different from both its 
theoretical begetters and from sociological “labeling theory.”]10  More 
recently, such sociologists as Susan Leigh Star, Adele Clarke, Joan 
Fujimura, and Chandra Mukerji have effected links between SSK and 
“Chicago School” interactionist sociology of work, occupations, and 
culture (e.g. Clarke 1990, Clarke & Montini 1993, Star 1989, Star & 
Griesemer 1989, Mukerji 1989, Fujimura 1987, 1988).  And all through 
the 1980s, social studies of science have been increasingly preoccupied by 
challenges to several central descriptive and explanatory categories 
emerging from a Parisian circle centered on Bruno Latour, whose work 
was itself fundamentally shaped by Nietzschean and Heideggerian 
philosophical traditions as well as by the techniques of semiotics and 
anthropological ethnography (Latour 1987, 1988a, 1993). 

Only in one respect is SSK typical of the sociological profession:  
Its practitioners disagree about the very identity of sociology, and, 
therefore, about the identity of a legitimate sociological framework for the 
study of their objects.  In the late 1970s and early 1980s, Ben-David, 
meaning to be rude about SSK, observed (1978:203-08, 1981:43-47; cf 
Zuckerman 1988:513) that few of its leading practitioners were properly 
trained as sociologists, that they meddled with epistemological concerns 
best left to philosophers, and that, owing to their amateurism, they were 
unfamiliar with the history of disaster that was said to be the career of 
systematic sociological attempts to account for scientific knowledge.  Ben-
David’s description was, to be sure, correct on several points.  Few of the 
founding figures were professionally trained as sociologists (Collins 
1983a:267-68).  On the other hand, a number had natural science 
backgrounds that discouraged them from confusing the reality of 
scientific knowledge-making with textbook idealizations.  The field was 
also particularly receptive to the sociological exploitation of historical and 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

10 By the early to mid 1970s, phenomenologically inclined sociologists were widely appropriating 
the tag, and it remains especially fashionable in work on sexuality, deviance, and crime.  So far 
as I can discover, the first uses of the term in titles of studies concerned with science appear in 
1976 and 1977; evidently the term reached its height of SSK popularity in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s (e.g. Latour & Woolgar 1979, MacKenzie 1981a, and Collins & Pinch 1982). 
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philosophical frameworks developed by such writers as Michael Polanyi 
(1958) and Thomas Kuhn (1962), who did have extensive natural scientific 
experience. 

Moreover, as Ben-David rightly noted, the leading concerns of 
“British” SSK were philosophical and, in particular, epistemological.  If 
scientific judgment and the growth of knowledge could be adequately 
accounted for by impersonal canons of evidence, logic, rationality, and, 
especially, of “the scientific method,” then, indeed, neither a sociological 
nor an historically contextual account was appropriate for the 
interpretation or explanation of scientific knowledge.  The “Great 
Tradition” of Vienna Circle logical empiricism was concerned with 
providing not a naturalistic account of scientific change and judgment but 
(as Rudolf Carnap and Hans Reichenbach said) its “rational 
reconstruction.”  Yet other philosophers wrote as if “method-stories” 
were historically adequate, and still others continued to conceive of 
sociological considerations as potential “pollutants” of authentic science, 
to be guarded against or relegated to the contingent domain of “contexts 
of discovery.” 

Accordingly, early SSK took it as a primary task to create a 
legitimate space for sociology where none had previously been permitted, 
in the interpretation or explanation of scientific knowledge.  In just that 
sense, SSK set out to construct an “anti-epistemology,” to break down the 
legitimacy of the distinction between “contexts of discovery and 
justification,” and to develop an anti-individualistic and anti-empiricist 
framework for the sociology of knowledge in which “social factors” 
counted not as contaminants but as constitutive of the very idea of 
scientific knowledge (e.g. Bloor 1975, Law 1975; cf Fuchs 1992:Ch 2).  
SSK developed in opposition to philosophical rationalism, 
foundationalism, essentialism, and, to a lesser extent, realism.  The 
resources of sociology (and contextual history) were, it was said, necessary 
to understand what it was for scientists to behave “logically” or 
“rationally,” how it was that scientists came to recognize something as a 
“fact,” or as “evidence” for or against some theory, how, indeed, the very 
idea of scientific knowledge was constituted, given the diversity of the 
practices claiming to speak for nature (Bloor 1984a,b, Collins 1981b).  
The current philosophical tag corresponding to SSK is “social 
epistemology” (Fuller 1988, 1992). 

Analytic philosophers of science have not much appreciated, nor in 
many cases comprehended, the gesture - a “social epistemology” seemed 
to some a contradiction in terms - and the career of SSK continues to be 
marked by trench warfare between its practitioners and the dominant 
tendencies in the philosophy of science (e.g. Brown 1984, 1989, Bloor 
1991:163-85).  For these reasons, SSK developed partly through efforts to 
exploit some traditional and nontraditional sociological resources to show 
- both theoretically and empirically - how a sociology of scientific 
knowledge was possible, and not as a professional extension of 
mainstream disciplinary practices into this terrain.  On the whole, 
mainstream sociological practitioners did not want sociology to go in such 
directions or did not believe that it could be so extended.  The over-
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publicized “warfare” between SSK and the “Mertonians” was, in fact, but 
a brief early episode in the career of the field and was mainly concerned 
with such questions of possibility (Collins 1983a:266, 271). 

SSK practitioners soon found it more satisfying to do the sociology 
of scientific knowledge than to argue whether it was possible, and by the 
early 1980s, they were content to point to a body of detailed empirical 
studies as strong evidence of that possibility (Shapin 1982).  Indeed, early 
practitioners systematically argued that scientific knowledge could be 
understood in just the same way as one would go about interpreting any 
other area of culture -  there were no special resources or methods 
required to account for science (Barnes 1974).  So a number of important 
writers, having established that point of possibility to their satisfaction, 
saw no special reason to persist with the particular study of the natural 
sciences and moved on (in whole or in part) to applying the methods and 
resources of SSK to other areas of culture (notably technology and 
economics), to debates in the philosophy of knowledge and theories of 
representation, to social theory, and, notably, to participation within such 
scientific practices as artificial intelligence (e.g. Barnes 1988, Collins 1990, 
Ashmore et al 1989). 

 

SSK and the Forms of Cultural Inquiry 

If intellectual influences on SSK and its diverse disciplinary 
affiliations make the field marginal to the profession of sociology, its 
preoccupations, circumstances, and several of its findings ought to make 
it central to the sociological enterprise, and, indeed, to cultural inquiry as 
a whole.  On the one hand, SSK, like any descriptive or explanatory 
practice, inevitably deploys our current stock of knowledge about what 
the world, natural and social, is like.  However much practitioners in this 
area may mean to show that such items as “neutrinos,” “neurofibrillary 
tangles,” or “social class” are theorized and socially constructed, the 
realist mode of speech is ineliminable in practice, and the 
“phenomenological bracketing” that allows analysts to be curious about 
how such items are constructed is dependent upon a robust realist idiom 
in speaking about other items.  Skepticism, as Wittgenstein said, takes 
place on the margins of trusting systems, and radical skepticism is 
radically disruptive of communicative order (Douglas 1986, Shapin 
1994:Ch 1).  This is no more than to say that sociologists of scientific 
knowledge “know” the world that science has depicted as securely as any 
other competent members of the culture, and that they use this knowledge 
in producing their accounts. 

On the other hand, the practice that seeks to understand science as 
an historical and social enterprise also demands that analysts be curious 
about its findings, including the findings about the natural and social 
worlds that have to be used to implement that curiosity.  The realist mode 
of speech itself becomes an object of curiosity.  In this sense, SSK is prone 
to tension between how it speaks and what it says, and its practice is 
irremediably embedded in the objects of its inquiry (Barnes 1981:484, 
493).  While many philosophical and everyday forms of inquiry seek to 
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justify our intuitions about science - its correspondence, its objectivity, its 
efficacy, and its progressiveness - SSK takes those intuitions as matters to 
be interpreted and explained (Collins 1981b).  That makes SSK at times 
uncomfortable - to both practitioners and readers of their work - but also 
fundamental to our culture’s self-understanding.  Uneasiness in inquiry is 
often - not invariably - a sign that the inquiry is nearing the heart of the 
matter, and the claimed hyper-awareness of “post-modernity” is played 
out in SSK in one of its most acute forms. 

The second reason SSK may arguably be central to the sociological 
enterprise and to cultural inquiry as a whole flows from the categories 
that traditionally comprised the sociology of knowledge and the changes 
wrought on these categories by work over the past quarter-century.  As 
Merton surveyed the field in 1945, the sociology of knowledge was the 
practice that sought to show the influence of social (or “existential”) 
factors upon “mental productions” (Merton 1973; cf Parsons 1949:14). 
How did social factors condition the form, content, and dynamics of 
cognitive products?  There was social stuff and there was intellectual 
stuff, and there were (varying) narratives concerned to bridge the 
Cartesian gulf.  That dualism, and that resulting problematic, were 
accepted by all theorists, no matter what scheme they proposed for doing 
the connecting (causal, functional, or symbolic), and no matter what 
exemptions (typically the mental productions of logic, mathematics, and 
the natural sciences) they stipulated.11  

The dualism that provided traditional sociology of knowledge with 
its frame of reference was inherited from ancient lay and philosophical 
discourse.  From the Greek philosophical tradition to early Christianity 
and on into the culture of seventeenth-century English empiricism and 
nineteenth-century high romanticism, knowledge was considered to be 
properly philosophical, sacred, or genuine insofar as the circumstances of 
its attainment were removed from the domains of the practical and the 
political (Shapin 1991a,b).  Disengagement and disembodiment were 
ancient tropes of value: Removing knowledge-making from the polis was 
seen as a technique of transcendence.  Accordingly, to say that knowledge 
was produced in and through mundane interactions between people, as 
well as between people and reality, was taken just to say that its truth, 
objectivity, universality, and power were compromised.  So far as genuine 
philosophical knowledge was concerned, the polity was a pollutant.  In 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

11 It has often been insisted that Merton himself (1973) was the father of that “Copernican 
revolution” in the sociology of science which took true as well as false belief for its legitimate 
subject, from which it follows, in Bourdieu’s opinion (1990:297-98), that writers like Barnes and 
Bloor were merely “crashing through an open door.”  It is, for all that, remarkable that Merton 
never purported to produce a sociological account of what has been called “the technical 
content” of scientific knowledge, while some of his followers continue to insist very vigorously on 
the impossibility of any such account. 
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this way, interpretative and explanatory tasks were embedded - largely 
unwittingly - in traditional tropes of evaluation.  Bacon’s idols of the 
theatre and the marketplace marked the social contamination of 
knowledge no less than the presentation of Greek and early Christian 
thinkers as withdrawn and disengaged.  From the late 1930s through the 
1960s and beyond, the discourse of “internalism” and “externalism” that 
so fundamentally structured the practice of history and sociology of 
science took the dualistic juxtaposition of “social” versus “rational,” 
“intellectual,” and “evidential” for granted.  “The social” was taken as 
that which was “external” to science, and it was persistently debated by 
what means authentic science kept “the social” at bay, how and to what 
extent “social influences” infiltrated science without deleterious effects, or 
how what seemed to be properly scientific knowledge was “in fact” 
socially marked ideology (Shapin 1992). 

Some strands of early SSK and related social historical work did 
indeed deploy the same society-mind vocabulary as traditional sociology 
of knowledge.  Here the task was taken to be the showing of “social 
influences” on properly scientific knowledge where such “influences” had 
previously been reckoned not to act.  The taken-for-granted equation 
between the social autonomy and the truth of knowledge was challenged, 
and a series of empirical studies sought to establish - without a tone of 
exposé - that even the “hard cases” of claims within the physical and 
mathematical sciences, taxonomic sciences, and observation-reports were 
so “influenced”: Society, and its concerns, nevertheless “got in” (Shapin 
1979, MacKenzie 1978, 1981a).  To a number of critics, that sums up the 
case that SSK argued: Its bearing upon the truth and objectivity of 
science was taken over from traditional schemes that conceived the social 
as a “contaminant” (Brown 1989).  Where there was “social influence,” 
there the roles of natural reality and rationality were regarded as 
compromised. 

However, this sensibility in fact grossly misrepresents SSK’s case 
for “the social.”  Rather, the claim was that “the social dimension” of 
knowledge needed to be attended to in order to understand what counts 
as a fact or a discovery, what inferences are made from facts, what is 
regarded as rational or proper conduct, how objectivity is recognized, and 
how the credibility of claims is assessed.  The target here was not at all the 
legitimacy of scientific knowledge but the legitimacy of individualist 
frameworks for interpreting scientific knowledge.  Attention was drawn 
to “the social dimension,” accordingly, not as a pollutant but as a 
necessary condition for making, holding, extending, and changing 
knowledge.  In just that sense, the language of “the social” as a 
“dimension,” an “influence,” or a “factor” to be juxtaposed with the 
“factors” of evidence and rationality was rendered problematic (Lynch 
1991b).  And here, arguably, SSK was the primary field in which that 
challenge to the  traditional dualism was laid down. 

The challenge was expressed in varying idioms.  From 1979 Bruno 
Latour repeatedly pointed out that there was undeniably as much (and 
arguably more) “politics” within the walls of scientific workplaces as 
there was outside, and that the securing of credibility for scientific claims 
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was a thoroughly social and political process.  Thus he highlighted as a 
potential topic of inquiry the cultural scheme that simply assumed 
otherwise (Latour 1987: 30, 62).  At the same time, the performance of 
modern political action fundamentally implicated scientific knowledge of 
what sorts of things existed in the world and how these things acted upon 
humans.  The “missing masses” in existing social and political theory were 
the “nonhumans” predicated by science and technology.  A defensible 
sociology of science and technology, therefore, had the potential to recast 
the terms of social theory generally.  Signaling the sensibility that sought 
to remove “the social” from its status as “factor,” the second (1986) 
edition of Latour & Woolgar’ s Laboratory Life deleted the word “social” 
from its original (1979) subtitle: The Social Construction of Scientific 
Facts.  To remove “the social” from the idea of scientific knowledge was 
said to remove its status as knowledge. 

In a more familiar (anti-)epistemological idiom, Mulkay, Barnes, 
and Bloor sought, from the early 1970s, to establish the inadequacies of 
individualism for interpreting scientific, or any other form of, knowledge.  
Here the Kuhnian framework assumes central significance, not least for 
appreciating the place of SSK vis-à-vis existing sociological traditions.  If, 
for Merton, the answer to the Hobbes/Parsons social-order problem was 
supplied, in the case of science, by a set of allegedly unique social norms 
making up the “ethos of science,” for Kuhn-inspired SSK, the regulative 
principles of social order in science were furnished by scientific knowledge 
itself.  Within traditions of “normal science,” authoritative socializing 
institutions schooled practitioners in exemplars (“paradigms”) of what it 
was to do good science in particular domains.  For early modern chemists, 
Robert Boyle’s J-tube experiment defined a model problem and its model 
solution, including the embodied representation of what it meant for 
evidence to confirm or disconfirm a theoretical hypothesis; for late 
twentieth-century molecular biologists, the “central dogma” (by which 
DNA produces RNA produces protein) similarly structures practitioners’ 
sensibilities about relevant domains of inquiry, about the directionality of 
molecular cause, and about the locus of biological meaning. 

From a sociological point of view, Kuhnian SSK is at once 
conservative and radical.  On the one hand, it seeks inter alia to answer 
traditional questions about the grounds of a communal order, and it does 
so by pointing to the regulative role of norms.  While the regulatory 
relevance of social maxims (“Be skeptical,” “Be disinterested”) is doubted, 
the significance of norms for ensuring order and for marking the 
boundaries of communities is vigorously respecified and reaffirmed in a 
new idiom.  The solidarity of specialist communities - or such solidarity as 
is found to exist - is coordinated through their specialist knowledge.  Good 
and bad, proper and improper, interesting and banal scientific behavior is 
recognized and sanctioned by members’ knowledge of the natural world.  
On the other hand, by arguing that the relevant norms are made of the 
same stuff as the community’s technical knowledge, the Kuhnian move 
overturns the existing sociology-of-knowledge scheme that asks how 
“society might influence knowledge.” 
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Just because the sway of an evaluative individualism in 
interpreting our society’s most esteemed knowledge has been so strong, 
SSK’s insistence upon a quite elementary feature of the sociological 
sensibility has seemed to acquire a shockingly radical, even subversive, 
character.  If sociology is the study of the collective aspects of human 
conduct, then a basic role for the sociological study of scientific knowledge 
is showing in what ways that knowledge has to be understood as a 
collective good and its application as a collective process.  If there is a 
fundamental and irreducibly sociological point to be made about scientific 
knowledge, it is this one. Society - including the specialist societies of 
scientists - might properly be regarded as a distribution of knowledge, 
just as the very idea of knowledge depended upon the social relations of 
knowers (Barnes 1988, Shapin & Schaffer 1985). 

Following such writers as Simmel (1950: 313) and Polanyi (1958), 
it has been noted that modern systems of scientific and technical 
knowledge are highly differentiated and distributed: No one individual 
keeps the whole of a discipline’s knowledge in his or her head, and even 
the technical knowledge involved in the conduct of a single experiment in 
modern physics or biology is typically distributed across a range of 
specialist actors.  In a symbolic interactionist idiom, actors in different 
“social worlds” are invariably involved in the making of scientific goods 
(Star & Griesemer 1989).  And, while this distributed character is very 
evident in modern scientific practice, in principle it is arguably just as 
pertinent as a description of the “simpler” scientific cultures of past 
centuries.  The director of a large-scale experiment in high-energy physics 
does not have direct knowledge of every aspect of that experiment, just as 
an individual seventeenth-century English natural philosopher would 
typically not have direct evidential warrant for his knowledge of icebergs, 
comets, or the flora of the Americas.  As a general matter, practitioners 
rely massively upon others for their knowledge.  For there to be solutions 
to the problem of knowledge there have to be practical solutions to 
problems of trust, authority, and moral order (Barnes 1985:49-58, 82-83).  
Individualist philosophies of knowledge at least since Locke have 
persistently argued that knowledge is genuine and secure when its 
warrants are direct, experiential, and individual (Shapin 1994:Ch 5).  If 
that is the case, then the sociological sensibility would suggest that there is 
perishingly little genuine and secure scientific knowledge in the world.  
Yet that is not what sociologists of scientific knowledge have argued: 
Scientific knowledge is as secure as it is taken to be, and it is held 
massively on trust.  The recognition of trustworthy persons is a necessary 
component in building and maintaining systems of knowledge, while  the 
bases of that trustworthiness are historically and contextually variable.  
This core sociological insight into the collective nature of knowledge has 
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enormous potential to generate detailed comparative studies of the moral 
economies of science, but, perhaps owing to the largely philosophical 
concerns of many sociologists of scientific knowledge, the point has as yet 
been made, for the most part, at a programmatic level.12  

A fundamental sociological collectivism applies not just to 
describing the conditions in which it can rightly be said that individuals 
have knowledge but also to the means by which knowledge is acquired, 
applied, and changed.  Scientists’ knowledge of specialist domains of the 
natural world, like that of children, is for the most part initially acquired 
via trusted sources.  The proper applications of terms like “chicken,” 
“dog,” “electron,” and “ideal gas” are not logically fixed; rather, how 
such terms are used, whether by scientists or laity, is adapted to a range 
of contingent circumstances, including the weight of custom and 
convention and the purposes people may have in representing the world.  
This is the sense in which it is said, following Durkheim and Mauss, that 
the classification of things reproduces that of people (Bloor 1982).  When 
people confront the experience of their senses, they do so within an 
already existing structure of knowledge given them by their community 
and within a structure of purposes sustained by their community.  Nor, 
when new experience is confronted, is it logically determined how such 
experience is to be sorted out with respect to existing schemes: whether it 
is to be counted as evidence confirming or disconfirming some theory, 
whether it is to be bracketed, subjected to taboo, or filed away, to be dealt 
with another time.  It is people’s goal-orientation - the pragmatic 
structure of the community to which they belong - that judges among 
possible courses of action.  Much of the theoretical development of SSK 
through the 1970s and early 1980s concentrated upon elaborating a fully 
general sociological framework for interpreting knowledge-acquisition 
and concept-application (Barnes 1982a,b,c, 1983).  And, despite the fact 
that this work developed without evident specifiable intellectual 
“influence” from American pragmatist philosophy, it is wholly compatible 
with pragmatism, and, by extension, with strands of academic sociology - 
those of Mead, Blumer, and their progeny - that drew inspiration from 
James and Dewey. 

In this way, SSK opposed philosophical rationalism - the view that 
scientific judgment is sufficiently determined by unambiguous criteria of 
method - by asserting the contingency and the locality of judgment.  Rules 
did not sufficiently explain scientific judgment; the way in which rules 
were identified and used was itself a topic for contextual inquiry.  Why is 
it that, since one can “rationally” continue the series 2, 4, 6, 8... in any 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

12 An insistence that SSK should be concretely operationalized in such ways has informed some 
criticism that it “has not developed a fully-fledged sociological account of science” (Fuchs 
1992:Ch 2, Hagendijk 1994:135).  Once more, an accusing finger is pointed at excessively 
philosophical concerns. 
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number of ways, the “right way” of going on in an arithmetic class is “10” 
whereas at an American sporting event it is more likely to be “who do we 
appreciate?” (Collins 1992:12-16).13  Right conduct is tied to place and 
purpose.  The in-principle “interpretative flexibility” of rules is securely 
settled in practice by local notions of decorum. 

By contrast with rationalism, such SSK writers as Barnes and 
Bloor explicitly endorse a robust realism and, indeed, have noted that the 
idiom of sociological realism presupposes a corresponding natural 
realism: “No consistent sociology could ever present knowledge as a 
fantasy unconnected with our experience of the material world around 
us” (Bloor 1991:33) or “[T]here is indeed one world, one reality, ‘out 
there,’ the source of all our perceptions…” (Barnes 1977:25-26, cf 1992, 
Barnes & Bloor 1982).14  What one cannot do if one proposes 
disinterestedly to interpret varying beliefs about nature, is to use one 
particular account - usually that of modern science - to gauge the validity 
of others.  That would be to include the answer in the premises (Barnes 
1992).  All institutionalized beliefs about nature are causally connected to 
reality, and all are on a par with respect for the manner in which their 
credibility is to be interpreted.  Judgments of what is the case, like 
judgments of what is rational, are locally accomplished. 

 

 

Situated Knowledge and Its Travels 

Indeed, the best way of summing up the thrust of a great deal of 
work in SSK, and in related history and philosophy, produced from the 
mid-1970s to the present, is to see it as concerned to show in concrete 
detail the ways in which the making, maintaining, and modification of 
scientific knowledge is a local and a mundane affair.  Here the case-study 
method - occasionally belittled as piling on more “proof’ of “the same 
sociological theory” - is beautifully suited to the business at hand, since its 
“theory” of science is more “shown” than “said, and since its practitioners 
are rightly skeptical of narratives that purport to distill the “essence” of 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

13 The sociological locus classicus for treatment of Wittgenstein on rule-following is Winch 
(1958), and in SSK, Collins (l992:Ch 1), Bloor (1983, 1992), Lynch (l992a, 1993:Ch 5). 
14 The puzzle of why, despite these insistences, critics of SSK make it out as a recommendation 
of “social variables” versus the “data from the empirical world” (e.g. Cole 1992:2, 12,229) can 
best be resolved by noting the hold of individualistic empiricism that makes such dualistic 
language seem natural.  Even Collins’s famous dictum (198lc:54, cf Collins & Cox 1977:373, 
Collins l98lb:2l6, 1992:16, 174) that “the natural world in no way constrains what is believed to 
be” is repeatedly specified not as an epistemological or ontological judgment but as a 
“methodological prescription” - how analysts should proceed if they are genuinely curious about 
the bases of varying beliefs. 
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practices as varied as those that are, and have been, called “scientific.”15  
Quite unlike past traditions in the sociology of science, SSK case studies 
are typically tightly focused upon specific passages of scientific practice.  
Their detailed ethnographic or historical character is geared to breaking 
down the “enchantment” produced by distance (Collins 1992:144-45) - 
and hence the appeal of idealized “method-stories” -and to displaying the 
contingency, informality, and situatedness of scientific knowledge-
making. 

These “localist” arguments have proceeded along a number of 
lines.  First, science-making is identified as a mundane matter.  Exploiting 
work by such writers as TS Kuhn (1970), Peter McHugh (1970), Jeff 
Coulter (1975), Harvey Sacks (1984), and Melvin Poilner (1987), much 
empirical and theoretical research has been devoted to showing that the 
making of scientific knowledge can be sufficiently accounted for by 
ordinary human cognitive capacities and ordinary forms of social 
interaction (Barnes 1976, Feyerabend 1978, Lynch 1985, Collins 1992, 
Shapin 1994).  Once the grand narratives of unique scientific “norms” 
and unique scientific “method” lost their compulsion, curiosity was 
unleashed about how scientists used “secular” ways of thinking and acting 
to build up their exceptionally authoritative systems of knowledge (Barnes 
1974, Lynch 1985, Latour 1987, 1988a, Latour & Woolgar 1986, Turner 
1989).  Almost needless to say, mundane means can produce widely 
differing products - just as stone, mortar, and rules of thumb can produce 
results as varying as a worker’s cottage and Durham Cathedral - and 
saying that science ought to be understood as a typical form of culture is, 
of course, not the same thing as saying that it is no different from other 
forms of culture.  Arguably, sociologists and historians are only now in a 
fit position naturalistically to address relevant questions about the 
character and bases of cultural difference. 

Second, since it is argued that no scientific claim “shines with its 
own light” - carries its credibility with it - sociologists and historians have 
become intensely interested in the specific processes of argumentation and 
political action whereby claims come to be accepted as true or rejected as 
false.  The gap between individual experience and public knowledge must 
always be filled by persuasion, and the resources available to make claims 
persuasive can include any tools the local culture makes available and is 
responsive to.  The “rhetorical turn” in SSK has now yielded a large body 
of empirical work on the techniques of scientific exposition - the textual 
and informal means by which scientists labor to persuade others, to 
extend experience from private to public domains, to assure others of 
their disinterestedness, to assert the significance of their claims, to argue 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

15 The link between the case-study method in science studies and the attempted revival of the 
casuistical tradition in ethics is worth pursuing.  Both instantiate doubt about the regulatory 
role of abstract theories (see e.g. Jonsen & Toulmin 1988, Bauman 1993). 
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that their body of knowledge is indeed “scientific” (Woolgar 1976, 1989, 
Yearley 1981, Gilbert & Mulkay 1984, Shapin 1984a, Pinch 1985, Latour 
1987, Bazerman 1988, Myers 1990, Dear 1991, Gieryn 1992). 

Third, stress has been put upon the embodied character of 
scientific knowledge.  It is noted that scientific competences are not 
effectively transferred from one individual to another, and from one place 
to another, solely by recipes, algorithms, or formal rules of proceeding.  
Much empirical work has addressed the embodied nature of scientific 
know-how and the embodied vectors by which it travels, whether that 
embodiment is reposed in skilled people, in scientific instruments, or in 
the transactions between people and knowledge-making devices.  Collins’s 
now-classic study (Collins & Harrison 1975) of the transfer of laser-
building skills as embodied tacit knowledge built upon an appreciation of 
science as craftwork, and that work has in turn been extended by 
ethnomethodological and symbolic interactionist studies of modern 
biology (Lynch 1985, Jordan & Lynch 1992, Clarke & Fujimura 1992, 
Cambrosio & Keating 1988) and mathematics (Livingston 1986), and by 
historical work on physics (Shapin & Schaffer 1985:Ch 6, Moms 1988, 
Schaffer 1989, 1992a,b, Warwick 1992-1993), astronomy (Schaffer 1988, 
Van Helden 1994), chemistry (Roberts 1991, Golinski 1994), genetics 
(Kohler 1994), and medicine (Lawrence 1985). 

Finally, empirical and theoretical work has addressed the physical 
situatedness of scientific knowledge-making (Ophir & Shapin 1991).  The 
grand narrative of inherent scientific universality deflected attention 
away from place: Situatedness was the mark of lower cultural forms, and 
science, as Durkheim announced (1972:88), was “independent of any local 
context.”  Again, structures of evaluation weighed against localist 
perspectives on science.  Yet, from the point of view of naturalistic 
inquiry, science is undeniably made in specific sites, and it discernibly 
carries the marks of those sites of production, whether sites be conceived 
as the personal cognitive space of creativity, the relatively private space of 
the research laboratory, the physical constraints posed by natural or built 
geography for conditions of visibility and access, the local social spaces of 
municipality, region, or nation, or the “topical contextures” of practice, 
equipment, and phenomenal fields (Lynch 1991a, Gooding 1985, Shapin 
1988).  Here SSK has not merely attempted a resuscitation of interest in 
the “contexts of discovery” abandoned by philosophers, it has also opened 
up new curiosity about structures of “justification” and the translation of 
knowledge from place to place. 

It is impossible to treat localist sentiments in the study of science 
without engaging with the contribution of feminist writers, and it is 
equally impossible briefly to summarize one of the modern academy’s 
most heterogeneous and politically charged genres.  (Feminist views of 
science, and their vexed relations with SSK and social theory, merit 
systematic survey on their own by someone competent in this contested 
domain.)  One strand of feminist writing on science - that which views the 
whole of post-seventeenth-century science as “essentially masculinist” - is 
not, indeed, compatible with post-Kuhnian sociological localism: Grand 
narratives about what science “essentially is” or about its “essential 
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preoccupations” were just what the contextual and naturalistic turns were 
meant to reject.  To say that science, across a broad sweep of history and 
cultures, was “essentially” informed by gender preoccupations, or, with 
the “standpoint” theorists, that women-as-victims are “epistemologically 
privileged,” represents much the same kind of sensibility as those that 
announced that science was “essentially” about class relations, or about 
the abstraction from common sense, or that a class of free-floating 
intellectuals existed and enjoyed epistemological privilege.  Yet other 
versions of feminist science studies are perhaps best seen as tributaries of 
SSK and related streams feeding the river of embodied localism.  In 
criticizing individualist, rationalist, and disembodied views of science, 
such feminists as Dorothy Smith and Lorraine Code urge perspectives 
similar to those of phenomenologically informed SSK, while Donna 
Haraway’s flamboyant antimodernism tackles the great Enlightenment 
dualisms - nature/culture, human/nonhuman, etc. - in order to display 
their historical specificity and thereby to reject them.  Such feminist work 
often has its own intellectual and frankly political agenda, but it is, 
nevertheless, intelligible to see it as proceeding from sensibilities similar to 
SSK localism.  It is another idiom for identifying and interpreting 
“situated knowledges” (Haraway 1991: Ch 9).16 

The localist thrust of recent SSK has generated one of the central 
problems for future work.  If, as empirical research securely establishes, 
science is a local product, how does it travel with what seems to be unique 
efficiency?  One appeal of the modernist grand narratives of reason, 
reality, and method was the table-thumping response they offered to 
questions about the travel of science.  If, however, universality can no 
longer be accepted as an assumption flowing from the very nature of the 
knowledge or the “method” for making it, then what are the mundane 
means that so powerfully effect the circulation of science?  And is that 
travel, indeed, to be treated as real, or is what circulates yet another 
illusory grand narrative? 

In this connection, SSK has thrown up one particularly well-
developed framework for engaging with the problem of travel.  Bruno 
Latour and his associates have offered what is best taken as a descriptive 
vocabulary for construing scientific success and power (Callon et al 1986, 
Latour 1987, 1988a).  “Technoscientific” knowledge - both propositional 
claims and the knowledge embodied in technology - are held stable and 
treated as true, insofar as they are constituted as obligatory passage 
points for many actors’ work.  Think, for example, of the physical 
knowledge embodied in a thermometer.  To contest that knowledge would 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

16 An entry to the contest between “standpoint,” “empiricist,” and “postmodern” feminist 
writing on science can be secured via Bordo (1987), Harding (1986), Code (1991), Haraway 
(1991), Keller (1983, 1986, 1988), Longino (1990), Merchant (1980), Noble (1992), Richards & 
Schuster (1989), Schiebinger (1989), and Smith (1990). 
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be to fight on many fronts against many institutionalized activities that 
depend upon treating the thermometer as a “black box.”  Intercalating 
science or technology into larger and larger networks of action is what 
makes them durable.  When all the elements in a network act together to 
protect an item of knowledge, then that knowledge is strong and we come 
to call it scientific.  The central modern scientific phenomenon to which 
attention is directed is thus metrology - the development of standards and 
their circulation around the world (Schaffer 1992b, O’Connell 1993, 
Barry 1993, Shapin & Schaffer l985:Ch 6).  The suggestion is that the 
wide distribution of scientific knowledge flows from the success of certain 
cultures in creating and spreading standardized contexts for making and 
applying that knowledge.  Phrased in this way, Latour is offering a new, 
but sociologically recognizable, vocabulary for describing 
institutionalization.17 

The resources available to effect this intercalation include a range 
of discursive and technical means.  Artfully deployed rhetorical 
maneuvers delete the grammatical modalities that qualify claims: The 
move from “Bloggs says,” to “It is the case,” to the submergence of a 
claim in taken-for-granted background assumptions in yet another claim 
is a way of describing the ascent to truth.  Scientific rhetoric induces 
readers to go in only one direction, that pointed out by the author.  
Theatres of persuasion can be mounted: The dramatic staging of such 
field trials as those laid on by Louis Pasteur at Pouilly-le-Fort were at 
once spectacles of confidence and of efficacy.  Husbandmen who wanted 
their livestock protected from anthrax were shown that, to achieve their 
ends, they had to go through Pasteur’s Parisian laboratory and that 
Pasteur had to be treated as a transparent spokesman for natural reality.  
Interests can be generated and translated.  Potential consumers of 
technoscientific goods can be told that they really need these goods in 
order to attain their existing goals, or that their goals should be modified 
so as to achieve even more benefits than they had envisaged.  Allies have 
to be enrolled by such persuasive acts and then controlled so that they do 
not fall out of alignment.  Technical means can be found that make the 
exercise of power over a distance effective.  The “immutable mobiles” 
represented by print and graphic technologies can circulate with 
minimum modification and represent a world-to-be-controlled on the 
convenient scale of a tabletop (Latour 1987, 1988a). 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

17 Here and elsewhere I knowingly “make a mistake” - common to Anglophone readers - of 
assimilating Latour’s work to existing currents of sociological theorizing.  This is to set aside the 
radical recasting of the terms of theorizing sought by Latour’s “amodernist” metaphysics and 
its bearing on a proper ontological vocabulary for referring to human and nonhuman actors.  
Ironically, however, this very “misunderstanding” is proving to be the major vehicle for 
absorbing his work outside of the French cultural context.  In Latourian vocabulary, therefore, 
“enrollment” is proceeding apace while the “control” of allies is notably slack. 
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Latour’ s inventory of the means by which technoscientific 

knowledge is extended amounts to a descriptive vocabulary of power as 
well as of institutionalization.  Pasteur grows great and powerful, his 
knowledge is extended and made durable, insofar as these effects are 
achieved.  And, while Latour repeatedly disavows both psychological 
theorizing and explanatory intent (Latour 1988b), the agent deploying 
these resources is recognizable from Machiavellian and Hobbesian 
accounts of human nature: Pasteur is displayed as animated by a will to 
power and domination, and his readers’ decisions to acquiesce or submit 
are treated as those of pragmatic maximizers-of-marginal-advantage.  
The language of militarism and imperialism is natural to this account, 
and its suitability is explicitly asserted. 

Indeed, one way of situating the Latourian framework within 
sociological traditions would be to see it as unwinding the solution of a 
social-order problem which Parsons proffered.  The “dog that doesn’t 
bark” in Latour’s sociology is, indeed, a conception of normative order.  
All these effects of order and its extension are to be achieved by constant 
practices of enrolling, controlling, and invigilating.  Latourian social 
order appears all natural fact and no moral fact.  Therefore, the onus on 
those who suspect the adequacy of Hobbesian accounts of order would be 
to produce a post-Mertonian picture of the moral economies of science - 
the locally distributed conceptions of legitimacy, authority, and trust by 
which scientific knowledge comes to be a collective good, the moral-
pragmatic preconditions for intersubjectivity, and the mundane means by 
which moral orders of scientific knowledge-making come to be distributed 
around the world. 

 

Despair and Decorum: SSK Dissolved? 

No sooner had the dust settled on the first claims of SSK “success” 
than a number of leading practitioners announced that SSK was a failure 
and required replacement by more “radical” next-things.  The grounds of 
this despair were several.  The program of “discourse analysis” launched 
in the early 1980s by Michael Mulkay and his students criticized SSK as a 
form of overenthusiastic sociologizing (Gilbert & Mulkay 1984, Mulkay et 
al 1983).  Rightly observing that scientists’ accounting procedures were 
heterogeneous - sometimes they talked as if work were governed by 
evidence and method and sometimes as if it were shaped by contingent 
personal and social factors - Mulkay announced that sociologists could 
never produce “definitive” descriptions or explanations of science, 
dependent as they were on the jumble of scientists’ talk.  At most and at 
best, sociologists should document and classify scientists’ accounts.  
Definitive description could presumably still be attained, but only by 
shifting down a referential level, from accounts of what science is to 
accounts of scientists’ accounts of what it is. 
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In an allied move some of Mulkay’s students cast a skeptical eye on 

the particular form of “interest-explanations” produced by writers in the 
“Edinburgh School.”  These too were condemned as instances of 
sociological over-optimism.  How could one use “social interests” as 
explanations of scientists’ judgments when those “interests” ought 
properly to be seen as objects of negotiation, constructed in the course of 
interaction (Woolgar 1981, Yearley 1982)?  Interests were said to be 
inadequately established on empirical foundations.  They were circularly 
inferred from the effects they were meant to explain, and they were, for 
these reasons, illegitimately smuggled into sociological explanations.  Here 
too the “radical next move” out of SSK was, by another description, the 
recommendation of judicious retreat from a methodological impasse. 

Discourse analysis and closely related critiques of SSK have now 
largely been abandoned.  SSK writers embraced the theoretical character 
of their explanatory notions and wondered what other status “interests” 
could have.  Nor were they content to reduce “interests” to “interest-
talk.”  As Barnes sourly put it, “With cream-cakes there is a chance of 
satisfying hunger - with accounts of cream-cakes there is not” (Barnes 
1981:492-93; cf MacKenzie 1981b, Shapin l984b, Collins & Yearley 
1992:303-04).  If proponents of SSK and many philosophers of science 
claimed that scientific theorizing can never be fully justified - uniquely 
determined by the evidence - then, of course, the same condition applied 
to social science theorizing.  Nor were the foundational claims made for 
“discourse” any less vulnerable than explanatory items: The forms of talk 
discerned by discourse analysts went “beyond the evidence” no less than 
any other sort of theoretical construct.  The “radical” program of 
discourse analysis was identified as a form of that not-very-radical 
doctrine, positivism. 

Emerging together with the discourse analytic critique was a 
“reflexive” program.  Proponents noted that the discursive forms in 
which much SSK work was embedded shared with science a realist mode 
of speech in which authority-claiming authors referred “disinterestedly” 
to real states of affairs in the social world.  This was said to be an 
unsatisfactory situation, protecting from inquiry that which ought 
properly to be the object of inquiry.  Here the proposed “radical next 
move” was the purposeful subversion of realist and referential modes of 
speech.  “New literary forms” shattering these univocal and referential 
modes were to be put in place of descriptions and explanations of 
scientific conduct, and the objects of inquiry were to be shifted away from 
“science” and “society” to the “referring self’ which had traditionally 
reported upon “science” and “society.”  Such questions were asserted to 
be deeper and more fundamental, and the overarching problem to which 
reflexivity addressed itself was no less than that of how we know anything 
at all (e.g. Ashmore 1989, Woolgar 1988b, Mulkay 199 1:xvii).  SSK was 
to be not exploded but imploded.  To the objection that such practices 
were getting nowhere, it was robustly replied that “getting nowhere 
should be seen as an accomplishment” and that the “somewhere” 
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purportedly reached by SSK was in fact nowhere at all (Collins & Yearley 
1992: 305). 

“Next-step” radicalism again appeared to those defending SSK as 
yet another counsel of despair (Pinch 1993, Pinch & Pinch 1988, Collins & 
Yearley 1992:305-9).  “New literary forms” arguably have the claimed 
capacity to break up authority only in the case of quite dim readers.  
Either no specifiable arguments or claims about science are being 
advanced through these forms (in which case no note need be taken of 
them by those concerned with describing or explaining science) or some 
definite proposition is being advanced (in which case readers would 
attempt to discern it in the mélange of voices).  As with discourse analysis, 
reflexive writers, for all their trying, could not wholly avoid the realist 
mode of speech, and one could scarcely imagine that their claims would be 
in any way comprehensible if they had. 

Discourse analysts and reflexivists were partly inspired by 
ethnomethodology, and, indeed, the specifically ethnomethodological 
critique of SSK18 shares their suspicion of allegedly over-confident 
sociologizing and their attempt to shift attention from “why-questions” to 
“how-questions.”19  Just as ethnomethodologists condemn the formalism, 
the reductionism, and the scientism of academic sociology, so they 
consider the social explanations of science proffered by SSK to be 
impoverished.  Like the stylized accounts of social behavior produced by 
mainstream sociologists, SSK is considered to be insufficiently curious 
about the methods by which both scientists and those who study them 
produce accounts.  Ethnomethodologists also reject asocial philosophical 
rationalism as a response to questions about the grounds of social order in 
science: The production of social order in scientific disciplines is said to 
be, in Lynch’s formulation, “inseparable from the dense texture of 
understandings and concerted practices that make up disciplinary specific 
language games.”  The traditional concepts and methodological stances of 
sociology are “simply overwhelmed by the heterogeneity and technical 
density of the language, equipment, and skills through which [scientists] 
make their affairs accountable” (Lynch 1993:298-99). 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

18 It is notoriously difficult to pin down ethnomethodological doctrine.  Here I broadly follow the 
leading ethnomethodological analyst of science, Michael Lynch (1993:Chs 1,4-7).  
19 Here it is unclear whether the position is (i) that “how-questions” are more fundamental and 
should precede posing “why-questions”; (ii) that existing responses to “why-questions” are 
inadequate; or (iii) that “why-questions” are illegitimate in principle and ought to be given up.  
In the event, it remains uncertain how, in any strong sense, “how-questions” could be thought to 
replace “why-questions.” 
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Consequently, ethnomethodology, like strands of SSK, has 
commended ever more finely grained studies of day-to-day scientific 
practice.  It has been a major inspiration to work displaying the mundane 
and everyday character of knowledge-making, while, on a programmatic 
level, it has expressed doubt that sociologists currently possess the 
conceptual resources to explain or even schematically to describe 
scientific order.  To that extent, the ethnomethodological posture is a form 
of asceticism.  Yet that same unremitting asceticism has made 
ethnomethodologists reluctant to advance some of the more expansive 
methodological claims staked out by other critics of SSK.  
Ethnomethodology, at least in Lynch’s form, does not assert a privileged 
stance for any form of sociological accounting; it does not see foundations 
or Archimedean points available anywhere; and it recognizes no reason to 
be troubled by or to abandon a realist mode of speech.  What makes 
critics of ethnomethodology despair is just the scope of its ascetic 
modesty. 

Finally, for the past ten years or so, Bruno Latour and his 
associates have publicized their view that sociological explanations of 
scientific judgment are outmoded, fundamentally flawed, and due for 
replacement.  The traditional vocabulary of the sociology of knowledge, 
which asked how “social factors” influenced scientific knowledge, needed 
to be replaced with studies of how nature and society were “co-
produced.”  SSK was to be applauded for its devastating critique of 
philosophical rationalism, while its residual ambition to explain nature by 
reference to society was to be definitively rejected.  Just as philosophers 
were wrong to use natural reality to explain scientists’ beliefs, so 
sociologists were wrong to use social reality toward that end.  Analysts 
were told to be as curious about how society was constructed as they were 
about the construction of natural knowledge.  What was wrong with SSK 
was that it was, after all, a form of sociology, using the categories and 
seeking the goals of the sociological realist: “[T]he social sciences are part 
of the problem, not of the solution” (Latour 1988b:161). 

The notion of the agent - taken as the volitional human actor - is 
central to the sociologist’s vocabulary, and it is in connection with 
Latour’s attempted reconceptualization of actors that his work has 
generated the greatest excitement, bafflement, and exasperation.  Agency, 
like “interests” and “nature,” is to be regarded as the outcome of 
controversies, and we must not use such outcomes to explain the career of 
controversies.  Accordingly, Latour means to develop a mode of talking 
about science and society that does not prejudge the location of agency, in 
particular as between humans and nonhumans: “[I]t is very important... 
not to impose any clear distinction between ‘things’ and ‘people’ in 
advance” (Latour 1987:72).  In present-day science studies, confusion 
reigns about whether what is being offered is a scheme identifying the 
semiotic equivalence of human and nonhuman “actants” - which, while 
exotic to Anglophone cultural inquiry, does not necessarily impinge upon 
ordinary realist speech - or whether genuine ontological claims are being 
made, with attendant prescriptions for proper speech in science studies 
and in the wider culture. 
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It is this aspect of Latour’s work that is currently proving most 

attractive to analysts of science with “posthumanist” sensibilities.  So 
Andrew Pickering - formerly a leading exponent of SSK - now advocates 
a “drastic overhaul of some of our most basic intuitions... about the world, 
human and nonhuman”; “[o]ne very distinctive feature of modern 
technoscience is... its capacity to unleash upon the world new and 
nonhuman actors... “(Pickering 1993a: 104, 112; also l993b, Law l986a,b).  
Latour’s “actor-networks” and Haraway’s “cyborgs” - part human, part 
nonhuman - transcend the “discredited” humanist and modernist 
dualisms and are the appropriate units of analysis for writers who wish to 
talk about making society and making science in the same idiom and 
without commitment to a putatively modernist ontology.  Anyone who 
wishes to understand modern science and modern society must supply 
themselves with a new way of talking that reflects the new realities.20   
Like the seventeenth-century “moderns,” some postmoderns evidently 
still yearn for a privileged language whose recommendation over 
alternatives is that it mirrors the order of existence. 

 

Archimedes’s Return 

These critiques of SSK are a heterogeneous lot, and it would be 
wrong to assimilate them too confidently to a common source or 
sentiment.  There are, nevertheless, some family resemblances.  First, the 
critiques proceed largely through identifying SSK as a form of sociology.  
Its sins are said to consist in its genetic relationship with the parent that 
commonly denies the offspring as its own.  That this irony has largely 
escaped practitioners presumably stems from the circumstance that so 
few of them have substantial commitments to the parental discipline.  
Almost needless to say, there is no reason automatically to deprecate that 
circumstance or these criticisms.  Neither commitment to fundamental 
sociological resources nor the capacity to contribute to sociological 
inquiry necessarily depends upon the forms of professional membership.  
Nor is it a prudent course for an academic discipline to ignore or seek to 
ban fundamental criticism.  Indeed, the baroque reflectiveness of the 
science studies community throws into relief major features of the 
sociological enterprise which more complacent and peaceable specialities 
are less commonly obliged to confront. 

Second, these critiques of SSK, and, by extension, of sociology, 
have a skeptical character.  Typically, they are skeptical about the 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

20 It is not at all clear whether such claims are indeed specifically tied to nineteenth- or 
twentieth-century realities, or whether they are meant to have wider temporal scope. 



ستيفن شابين –هنا وفي كل مكان، علم اجتماع المعرفة العلمية   
 
 

 314 -فالسفة العرب 
 
 

claimed capacity of sociological categories to explain or reliably describe 
the scientific objects of inquiry.  Skepticism has an ancient pedigree; it 
corrodes complacency and convention, and for that reason alone the 
skeptic who makes life so awkward for the securely institutionalized 
practitioner should be cherished like the most maddening of mad uncles 
in a well-knit family.  As Collins (1992:6) puts it, skepticism has the virtue 
of being a “safe, legal and inexpensive [way] to loosen the trammels of 
commonsense perception.”  In this case, the skeptic’s voice has challenged 
the legitimacy with which sociological descriptive, interpretative, and 
explanatory categories have been applied, and they have challenged the 
validity of the categories themselves.  Versions of this skepticism target 
not only the categories of academic sociology but, importantly, those of 
realist modes of speech entrenched in our own culture.21  SSK itself is, 
after all, a form of skepticism - for example, with respect to the traditional 
vocabulary of “social versus cognitive factors.”  The effect of this 
skepticism - both that of SSK and of its critics - has been, in my view, 
overwhelmingly constructive.  If, indeed, there was any taken-for-
grantedness about what it was to give a sociological description, 
interpretation, or explanation of science, it has now been buried under an 
avalanche of methodological self-consciousness. 

Third, and arguably in tension with the skeptical posture, these 
critiques - with versions of ethnomethodology probably excepted - have 
also typically betrayed a millenarian optimism.  Existing sociology is said 
to be insecurely founded.  Yet if only we could get our concepts or 
discourse right, if only we could take one more reflexive turn, if only we 
could go down one more analytic level, if only the right, theoretically 
neutral metalanguage could be devised, then at last we would reach 
intellectual terra firma and all would be well.  However, far from being a 
“radical next move,” there are no intellectual aspirations more traditional 
than the quest for foundations: a pure and uncompromised place beneath, 
above, beyond, or apart from the compromised categories of the culture 
to which intellectuals mundanely belong.  In other moods, critics of SSK 
have themselves made major contributions to discrediting 
foundationalism.  Yet in their struggle to escape the constraints of 
sociology, they have fallen into the oldest temptation ever to afflict 
intellectuals.  If the move from traditional sociology of knowledge to SSK 
was the abandonment of pretensions to privilege and of “the 
Archimedean point,” then the unwitting thrust of these critics of SSK is 
that such a point can, after all, be found. 

 
                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

21 And here the break between interpretative sociological goals and strands of postmodern 
science studies and Latourian practice is most apparent, since, to my knowledge, no past or 
present-day scientific community trades in “stronger or weaker heterogeneous networks of 
actants” while all consequentially mark out domains of the human versus the nonhuman. 
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If there is an authentic sociological voice to be set against 

individualism, empiricism, and positivism, then that voice says “It cannot 
be done” - not in science and not in the study of science.  The “cage” from 
which the critics evidently seek escape is not just sociology, but the realist 
mode of speech which sociology shares with everyday talk.  That robust 
realism is said to be the problem to which there must be a remedy.  To be 
sure, the categories of mainstream sociology are not immune from 
important criticism just because they are a version of the realist mode of 
speech, but neither can criticism intelligibly suppose that the realist mode 
can be replaced.  The “cage” from which “escape” is sought is, in fact, a 
condition of such liberty as we enjoy.  Intellectuals are not obliged to leap 
free from their culture in order to subject their culture to questioning, nor 
must the great, and allegedly “modernist” or “humanist” dualisms be 
replaced in order to be skeptical of them.  Notice, for example, that 
Latour’s idea of “heterogeneous networks” is wholly intelligible, and that 
the condition of its intelligibility is reference to entities plucked from the 
culture’s existing realist repertoires: human, nonhuman, science, society.  
And if “modernist” dualisms were a “trap,” then it would follow that late 
twentieth-century culture could contain no such thing as a “materialist 
theory of the mind.”  The fact that there is such a theory indicates that we 
are not, evidently, ensnared by the categories of realist language at all. 

There are, however, limits to skepticism about the categories of the 
common culture, and those limits are posed by the boundaries of 
communication.  We can develop and put in place arcane languages, but 
we cannot ensure that others will hear us.  Communicative orders are 
grounded in local natural attitudes and local realist idioms.22  If we wish 
effectively to speak to a specified community, we are obliged to share its 
realist idiom.  And if we want to communicate at all then we are obliged 
to employ some version of the realist mode of speech. That obligation is, 
properly speaking, a constraint. It means, in the present case, that 
intellectua1s’ intelligible communication about modern scientific culture 
will always be compromised by the cultural categories shared between 
ourselves, the laity, and the scientists we talk about.  And if that speech is 
not so compromised, then it will not be intelligible.  Discontent with that 
formulation would, indeed, be a measure of the extent to which sociology 
has been rejected or ignored. 

 
 
 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
 

22 See Collins’s argument (versus Latour) in favor of “sociological realism” as sociological 
decorum (Collins & Yearley 1992).  No one realist mode is privileged, but we can and should, 
Collins says, seek to “alternate” between realisms.  We suspend irony about our local realist 
presumptions as a “methodological convenience.” 
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