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Preface

This book was commissioned by the British Sociological Association (BSA), which funded the research on which it is based. The BSA's aim was to mark the fiftieth anniversary of its founding, an appropriate occasion for celebration. I was very pleased to receive the commission, because the work fitted well with my research interests, and I was happy to develop them further in this direction. The Association has been a model funding body, in the sense that it has set no constraints on the way in which I have carried out the commission, and there has been no pressure to write in a purely celebratory style. Moreover, much practical help has been received from the office. I acknowledge with gratitude all this support and assistance.

There are also a large number of individuals, in addition to those interviewed, to thank for their contributions to the work. Bev Barstow acted as research assistant on the project, and made important contributions to the data. Next, the members of the steering committee appointed by the BSA: Sheila Allen, Joe Banks and John Westergaard; their advice and support was invaluable. Others who have played a variety of helpful roles include Caroline Baggaley, Olive Banks, Michael Banton, Jim Beckford, Nicola Boyne, Richard Brown, Robert Dingwall, Anne Dix, Jacquie Gauntlett, Charles Goldie, Chelly Halsey, Gayle Letherby, David Mills, Jo Moran-Ellis, Judith Mudd, William Outhwaite, Geoff Payne, Kit Platt, John Rex, John H. Smith and W. M. Williams.





Chapter 1 Introduction

DOI: 10.4324/9781315074641-2

A history of the British Sociological Association (BSA) is inevitably to some extent also a history of British sociology, and of some of the major changes in the social context within which that has developed. The BSA has had its internal dynamics, but it has also responded to and been affected by many external factors, ranging from government policies to the rise of feminism. It has both contributed to the intellectual development of sociology, and been affected by that; in addition, it has been influenced by movements intellectual and social arising outside sociology. An intellectual history of British sociology remains to be written, however, although material relevant to that appears here, and is sometimes used to account for developments within the BSA. (Here intellectual currents are treated as factors affecting developments within the Association; if an intellectual history were written sociologically, its focus of interest would tend to reverse these roles of independent and dependent variables.)

Learned societies such as the BSA are a vital part of the social structure of academic life; not every eligible person belongs to one, but nonetheless all are affected by them. However, the topic is one that has usually been neglected in general historical work on academic disciplines. That often focuses on disembodied ideas or, at most, uses social units such as schools of thought, departments or educational institutions. Learned societies deserve better than to be confined to the ghetto of commissioned anniversary organisational histories. They cut across the boundaries of those conventional historical units, organising conferences, promoting the professional development of their members, creating networks and publishing journals and books which are important to the intellectual life of the discipline. They also represent the discipline to the outside world, whether in the large political arena of major governmental decisions on education and research, or in the many smaller arenas of funding bodies, exam boards and governing bodies in higher education. More broadly, the BSA can be looked at as one part of the institutional structure of the social sciences, both national and international; it is a disciplinary association which can usefully be compared with the associations of other disciplines, and a national sociological association which can be compared with those of other nations (cf. Platt, 2002). Perhaps its form can be understood better in terms of that context, as well as of its internal and disciplinary characteristics.

I hope that this book will be regarded as a work of sociology as well as an organisational history, though the basic needs of a history of the organisation have taken some priority, and that it can be fruitfully read by people who do not have a special interest in the BSA as such. (Those readers who do, and who feel already familiar with the BSA's story, will find that not all the widely shared understandings of that are supported by the data adduced.) Here, the narrative history is largely confined to the first two main chapters, and later chapters add some more analytical description and discussion of the causes of events and patterns, and pursue those with further data wherever possible. Some of the book's claim to a sociological character rests on its concern, within this context, with traditionally sociological matters such as stratification (here mainly by academic rank and gender), the social impact of population composition (in this case the changing demography of academia), the effects of increasing size on organisational structure, and the tension between the provision of public and private goods in the maintenance of an organisation from whose efforts many can benefit as free riders. It is also related to aspects of the sociology of higher education, and of the women's movement. The most general theme explicitly raised is the concluding one of the idea of a professional association, and how well the BSA has fitted that; it does not fit very well, in that it is neither a ‘professional association’ like the classic cases of the type nor, in so far as that is contrasted with ‘learned society’, is it simply a learned society. This opens up issues of the relevance of current ideal types, and the possible need for an extended typology, which are equally applicable to many other associations.

Because the material is arranged by substantive topic as it arises from the history of the BSA, such themes are usually touched on as they are raised by the topic in hand, rather than dealt with in one place. The total picture painted is one in which the BSA as an organisation acts in changing historical circumstances which depend, on the one hand, on the personal agendas of its members, and on the other hand on the challenges, constraints and opportunities provided by the broader social environment; the forms which its action has taken have also depended on its internal structure and traditions. Individual members bring to it their intellectual and career agendas, sometimes ones which are shared by self-conscious, even organised, groups, and such agendas of course affect whether they become and remain members and what roles they play within the organisation. Personal networks, often but not only departmentally based, affect the salience of the BSA as a forum; those who are drawn into more active roles develop associational networks and careers, and recruit others to them. The BSA needs to respond to the agendas of current and potential members in order to maintain its financial base, but it has sometimes been difficult for it to reconcile that practical need with the ideological priorities of its members. The broader social environment has provided challenges ranging from the early expansion of universities and sociology departments, through the periods of student unrest, the women's movement, high levels of inflation, Thatcher Government university cuts and changes in the roles played by polytechnics, to the more recent governmental pressures for accountability in teaching and research and changes in charity legislation. All of those have had consequences for the BSA, and it has responded to them, if not always with complete success.

The data used come from a variety of sources, mainly documentary. First, there is a collection of BSA office papers in the archives section of the British Library of Political and Economic Science (BLPES) at the London School of Economics. Most of those were deposited when the office moved to Durham in 1992; they represent not materials deliberately collected for social-scientific archival purposes, but what the office held for office purposes and deemed not to be needed for the future. These have been supplemented, to update key sources such as Executive Committee minutes, conference programmes and Annual Reports, by copies of papers now held at the Durham office. Some of those papers deal with the internal running of the Association and were not for circulation, while others are its publications. These collections have been further supplemented at some points by similar documents which I had myself kept, and a number of valuable donations have been made by colleagues who had saved papers not in the public archives, or sometimes were solicited from participants as the need arose. Use has also been made of the Commonwealth Universities Year Book (CUYB) to provide data on sociologists employed in universities. (For more detail on the range of available sources, and their strengths and limitations, see the Note on Sources.)

In addition, 35 interviews have been carried out. Those interviewed have not been a systematic sample in the usual sense, but have been selected for the roles they have played in relation to the BSA. Inevitably, the earliest cohort of more senior activists is not represented, because they had died before the research started, but a number of the more junior people who were involved at the earliest stages are fortunately still with us. That constraint apart, a key aim was to select respondents who had played active roles of different kinds, at different periods, on which they could be used as informants. Since most of these people had played more than one role, we cannot characterise each by one label, but they included eight presidents, six Executive Committee Chairs, six secretaries, seven treasurers, several conference organisers and study-group convenors, three journal editors, several people prominent in the early Teachers’ Section or the Sociologists in Polytechnics group, several active in BSA Scotland, some summer school directors, members of subcommittees such as those for Equality of the Sexes and Publications and of journal editorial boards, and those responsible for organising a number of ad hoc activities. In addition, a special effort was made to represent ‘the other side’, by seeing some people who, from outside BSA office-holding, had played a prominent role in particular important episodes, had been involved in controversy with the Association or had publicly criticised it or resigned from it. In most cases, the opportunity was taken to ask also about the personal career of the respondent in relation to the Association. Some interview data which came from what were formally other sources has also occasionally been drawn on: Bev Barstow, the research assistant on the BSA project, also interviewed a number of people for her dissertation on the Women's Caucus, and each of us carried out interviews for a project on ‘Gender and the Sociological Labour Market’, funded by the Leverhulme Foundation. Drafts of chapters have been circulated for comment to some of those with relevant experience, and their responses have sometimes added fresh information.

These are rich sources, but on some points their coverage is very uneven, and there are certainly topics which could have been developed much further if more had been documented in the papers available. For instance, the material on study groups depends heavily on the efficiency, and the sense of obligation to the central organisation, of individual convenors, and is often very incomplete, varying over time and sometimes almost completely absent. Different secretaries have followed different formulae in the production of annual reports, so that when the secretaryship changes hands a chronological series of data may be broken. And so on …

Among the data drawn on have been some from myself. I have been active in the BSA for many years, in a number of roles. Writing this book has, thus, related to my personal experience and, as it will for many of my readers too, has offered an opportunity to reflect on the context in which that has taken place in a more systematic way than I would otherwise have done. It seemed foolish, even potentially misleading, to ignore what this meant that I could contribute, and to write as if I had not had any involvement, though important that the story should not be told from a personal perspective. I have, therefore, permitted myself the occasional anecdote from my own experience, in the same way as I have drawn on interviews with others, but have tried not to give those any special weight. Where I have direct knowledge of a particular episode or period, my account is also inevitably informed by that, though I have aimed to represent others’ versions too wherever there is reason to believe that there were different perspectives on the matter and where data on those are available.

The first two substantive chapters give a general historical overview, starting with the range of predecessor organisations from which the BSA eventually emerged, and going on to how it came to be founded, the major changes in educational policy and structures which have formed much of the context for its activities, and the ways in which it has, in response to both internal and external pressures, changed over time. Those chapters could be read on their own as a historical story. Against that background, the following chapters each take up a number of more detailed or analytical themes as they have developed across the whole time span. First, there is an account of the BSA's role in intellectual life: conferences, study groups, journals. This is followed by material on the membership and its fluctuations, and on the characteristics of executive members and how they have been drawn into activism. The women's movement has been very consequential on both those fronts, and the role it has played is described next. The Association has often concerned itself with political issues and personal cases; there have been several episodes of particular importance both in revealing alternative conceptions of its role and in showing the limits to its powers, and these are described. As well as being an intellectual and a political actor, the BSA has to maintain itself as a working body, so how this has been done in formal legal status, the provision and organisation of an office, the committee structure and financial policies is sketched. The Association is then placed in the context of the other associations, whether other groups of sociologists or governmental bodies, with which it has had relationships. Finally, some general conclusions are drawn about its character and the particular directions in which it has developed, and these are related to ideas about professionalism and professional associations.

The BSA has changed even as the work on this history has been in progress, and it will surely change again in response to new historical circumstances both internal and external; the history continues.





Chapter 2 Prehistory and foundation of the BSA

DOI: 10.4324/9781315074641-3

To understand the way in which the BSA emerged, why it was set up when it was and the form which it took, we need to look at the prehistory of academic sociology and of associations related to sociology. The BSA did not spring forth without precedent; there were earlier associations which could be seen as predecessors. In this chapter, we describe these and the intellectual and practical concerns which they represented, and show how it emerged against that background.


Development of early institutions

From the 1830s onwards, a variety of bodies existed which in one way or another had some claim to sociological relevance, although they were strongly associated with practical policy concerns and did not always have any real scientific basis.1 Some, but not all, had ‘sociology’ in their names, but this did not distinguish between those which we might now be more and less inclined to treat as truly sociological in a sense that we would recognise. Initially at least, they were part of the response to the major social upheavals of early industrialisation; they were especially concerned with the condition of the working classes in towns, but also dealt with many other topics. Some of these bodies long preceded the first university posts and courses although, as those emerged, there were many connections with the network of voluntary activity. They are considered below in rough chronological order.


Royal Statistical Society

In 1833, a statistical section of the British Association for the Advancement of Science (BAAS) was formed, and from this arose other statistical societies, such as the Manchester one. In 1834, a London society was set up, proposed by Malthus. This became the Royal Statistical Society (RSS) in 1887; its social cachet is shown by the fact that successive monarchs have been its ‘patron’; all its early presidents, and a fair sprinkling of later ones, were members of the nobility. At this period, it was taken for granted that the statistics in question were social data, rather than an abstract mathematical technique. Its declared goal was ‘the collection and classification of all facts illustrative of the present condition and prospects of society …’ (Kent, 1981: 20). Their concern was to provide useful data to inform policy, and they put forward a conception of pure facts showing the way. (In practice, the ‘facts’ did not, of course, give unambiguous guidance.) Of the papers presented to it in 1863–84, the great majority were on social topics, though that included economic as well as more sociological ones. For 1884–1909, the papers read were again mainly social, classified by the society's historian into such categories as Vital Statistics, Moral and Social Statistics (including several papers by Charles Booth), Political Statistics, Commercial Statistics, Financial Statistics, Statistics of Production, Consumption, Wealth and Income (Royal Statistical Society, 1934: 122, 163).

By the 1870s, there was active discussion of the desirability of making some use of hypotheses so that the relation of fact and opinion could be considered, and a division grew up between those who moved into the technicalities of the mathematical treatment of statistics and those who were primarily concerned with bringing data to bear on social questions, including most of those who defined themselves as sociologists, who developed alternative approaches outside the society (Abrams, 1968: 20–30). However, the RSS for a long time played a key role in relation to empirical social research, providing the main forum in which results could be presented. Quantitative researchers of all kinds, including those carrying out governmental research and producing official statistics, presented papers at its regular meetings, and this role continued at least until after the Second World War and is to some extent retained to the present day.



National Association for the Promotion of Social Science

The National Association for the Promotion of Social Science was an association of reform groups, founded in 1857. It had departments for jurisprudence, education, punishment and reformation, public health and social economy, and discussed subjects ranging from the education of girls to sanitary arrangements in Indian barracks. ‘[T]he belief that held it together was that for every social problem there was an optimal ameliorating measure which could be scientifically arrived at by investigation and by patient discussion between all interested parties’ – and this should then lead to proposals to go to Parliament. It held large and successful congresses in which many distinguished people took part, and had a considerable influence on legislation. Abrams commented that its approach gave almost no attention to the development of theoretical understanding or the intellectual development of social science (1968: 44–7), and that is not surprising. But interest in it gradually declined. Perris (1913: 164) suggested that ‘with a thousand elementary tasks of social reform pressing for accomplishment, in the infancy of evolutionary thought, a Sociological Society, such as we now have [on which see below], could not be attempted … ‘; when ‘sociological thought was ripening to the dignity of an acknowledged science’, and a more democratic era opened, its time was past, and by 1886 it had ceased to exist.



London School of Economics

In 1903, lectures in sociology started at the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE), funded by a private benefaction from Martin White, a wealthy landowner and former Liberal MP with a strong interest in the subject.2 The LSE is a college of London University, in whose foundation the leading role was played by the Fabian socialists Sidney and Beatrice Webb. The Fabian Society, founded in 1883, was strongly oriented to fact-finding research and, when in 1895 it received a legacy from a supporter to be used for its purposes, the decision was made, at Sidney Webb's instance, to apply this money to the foundation of what became the LSE, a specialist institution for the social sciences. Its prospectus stated that ‘the special aim of the School will be … the study and investigation of the concrete facts of industrial life and the actual working of economic and political relations as they exist or have existed …’ (Dahrendorf, 1995: 20). A memorandum defined the aims of the sociology lectures:


	To promote the application of scientific method to sociological studies.

	To encourage the study of the more general and philosophical aspects of sociological science.

	To demonstrate the present possibility of an approximate synthesis of sociological knowledge.

	To encourage the study, and to promote the correlation, of the more recently established departments of sociological investigation, like Anthropology, Social Psychology etc.

	To show that the special sciences of Man and the general or philosophical studies of Humanity will each and all gain by being brought into more direct relation with each other.

	
To aid in establishing the academic status of Sociology in the Universities of this country in general and more particularly in that of London, and to create a body of academic opinion in favour of reorganising the curricula of social studies in Universities, on a basis which more adequately recognises synthetic sociological conceptions.

(Branford, 1928:340)



Whether or not these stated aims provided specific guidance in the making of appointments or the subjects of the lectures given is not known, but the document is of some interest in itself. A Finnish anthropologist or ethnologist, Edward A. Westermarck, became the first lecturer; he was joined the following year by Leonard T. Hobhouse, whose background was in philosophy and journalism. The country's first university professorship in sociology was created at the LSE in 1907, also funded by White (as was Westermarck's lectureship); Hobhouse, who shared many views with the Webbs, was appointed to it.3

The Charity Organisation Society (COS), set up in 1869, represented an important strand of social reform; it was concerned with encouraging self-help, and giving charitable assistance only to the deserving poor, identified as such by scientific investigation, while the undeserving would be offered relief on unattractive terms. It ‘aimed at helping the poor by direct and practical action rather than by political agitation and institutional change’. In this, it differed from the Fabian socialists, who were more concerned with political solutions to what they saw as social rather than individual problems than with education for direct action by social workers (Dahrendorf, 1995: 95). The COS tried to copy the success of the LSE by setting up the London School of Ethics and Social Philosophy. This failed, but it was succeeded around 1903 by the School of Sociology and Social Economics, led by Urwick (previously at the first social settlement, Toynbee Hall4), which provided professional training for social workers. Nine years later, this was failing, and merged with the LSE, becoming its Department of Social Science (Dahrendorf, 1995: 95) – separate from the Department of Sociology – and continuing to train social workers.



The Sociological Society

The idea of a British Sociological Society was initiated by Victor Branford, as a forum to spread knowledge of developments in social studies and to promote Patrick Geddes’ ideas. Who was Geddes?5 He was a biologist by training, but a man of wide and eclectic interests. He became a follower of Le Play, but for him the strength of Le Play's trio of Lieu, Travail, Famille was its emphasis on the interaction between man and environment, and this became a primary concern with what he called ‘civics’ and, in its practical manifestation, what later generations have known as town planning. He saw social surveys as a necessary stage in the development of satisfactory town plans. He was actively involved in making plans and recommendations for the improvement of cities, especially his native town of Edinburgh, in the 1880s living himself with his family among the working class, buying and managing decent housing for the poor, and setting up self-managing student halls of residence. In 1892, he also set up there the ‘Outlook Tower’ in an old astronomical observatory, and this became known as a sociological museum or laboratory (Zueblin, 1899) and survived until 1914. It contained an exhibition which led the visitor from floor to floor in a sequence from the local to the regional, national and global – finishing with a camera obscura on the top floor, from which the town and its region could be viewed.

Geddes had given lectures in a variety of contexts, some on the application of the idea of evolution in social studies. In 1890–5, he organised summer schools in Edinburgh with lectures on philosophy, social science history, geography and natural science. His own lectures worked through great past world civilisations and their social evolution, finishing with discussion of the present. The largest attendance was about 120 people in 1893, but through this a core of committed supporters was recruited, including Branford, an accountant and businessman, who became his long-term collaborator.

The Sociological Society was founded in 1903 (again with financial support from Martin White, who acted as its treasurer from 1903 to 1923). Its first president, a Member of Parliament, offered as a reason why it was needed that:

where various branches of investigation have been studied and developed as special departments of the so-called social sciences, there … does not between them exist that intimate relation which ought to exist for the common benefit of all … by having one society to which the other more specialised societies may send communications that are of general interest for all or many departments of human study, a more rapid advance may be made towards the correlation and unification of all forms and kinds of knowledge bearing on Man.

(Bryce, 1904: xv–xvi)


A statement of the society's purposes says that:

The aims of the Sociological Society are scientific, educational and practical. It seeks to promote investigation, and to advance education in the social sciences in their various aspects and applications. Its field covers the whole phenomena of society … the Society affords the common ground on which workers from all fields and schools may profitably meet – geographer and naturalist, anthropologist and archaeologist, historian and philologist, psychologist and moralist, all contributing their results towards a fuller Social Philosophy… physician and the alienist, the criminologist and the jurist, have here again their common meeting ground with hygienist and educationist, with philanthropist, social reformer and politician, with journalist and cleric.6

(Galton et al, 1904: 284)


Both these statements, in their different ways, show the grand synthetic conception of sociology as the master social science, which was also held by the leading early academic sociologists.

The society had a large membership drawn from many areas of public life. It was certainly not limited to members whose primary intellectual or occupational identification was with sociology, however defined. In addition to the tiny number of recognised academic sociologists such as Westermarck and Hobhouse, it drew on other established constituencies such as eugenicists and the ‘civics’ group, as well as social workers, the survey movement and practical social reformers and men of affairs. Important foreign sociologists such as Durkheim, W. I. Thomas and Tonnies contributed in writing to the society's discussions, and there were wide international contacts. It held regular meetings at the LSE, with a large attendance, at which papers were given by distinguished contributors.

The dominant conception of sociology in the society is indicated by the fact that in the first volume of its Sociological Papers – which published as books papers given at its meetings – the only one on a contemporary empirical topic (‘Life in an agricultural village in England’), which presented data on incomes and poverty, merits a footnote explaining its appearance in ‘a volume explicitly sociological’; there was hesitation whether it was appropriate to include anything so ‘internal and technical’ to economics (Galton et al, 1904: 163). More typical papers covered such topics as the role of eugenics (Galton), and ‘The position of woman in early civilization’ (Westermarck). The Papers ceased publication after three issues (1904, 1905 and 1906), and in 1907 were replaced by the Sociological Review (SR). It might have been expected that the RSS and the Sociological Society would have had much in common; however, Abrams (1968: 128) points out that, by 1914, they had almost no overlap of membership – only four people belonged to both. A division had grown up between the statistical style of work and the Geddes style, prominent within the Sociological Society, and each had some claim to the name of ‘sociologist’.

The eugenicists withdrew from the society in 1907 and set up the Eugenics Education Society, which in 1909 established its own journal, the Eugenics Review. By 1913, the British Medical Association had formed a ‘Medical Sociology’ section whose main interest was in eugenic issues, and the main interests of the eugenicists became medical ones, such as the heritability of disease (Halliday, 1968: 394).7 The civics group set up a separate Cities Committee within the Sociological Society in 1907–8, and increasingly evangelised on behalf of Geddes’ ideas; it had most influence within geography and town and country planning, advocating city surveys as a basis for planning.

In 1920, the Civics group of the Sociological Society founded Le Play House, as a centre for regional and civic sociology, and this involved leading figures from the Geographical Association and the Town Planning Institute and offered advice and encouragement on regional surveys. Dorothea Farquharson, who was closely involved in its activities, saw this as adding an important dimension to the work of the Sociological Society: ‘field work was henceforth combined with sociological theory’ (1955: 168). One of its most popular activities was the ‘educational tour’, in which participants carried out fieldwork using regional survey techniques; this followed on from the International Visits Association which had been run by the Sociological Society. By 1930, the Le Play House group had become dissatisfied with the Sociological Society, and broke away.

The society was reconstituted as the Institute of Sociology, still sponsoring the SR, which now had an editorial board which included Morris Ginsberg of the LSE as a member.8 Monthly meetings were held at which there were some distinguished speakers, such as von Wiese and Znaniecki. It was also responsible for some useful conferences, in which academics from various disciplines participated, on the relation between sociology and other disciplines. One book of some significance (Marshall, 1938), addressing the issues of social stratification which were for a long time central to later British sociology, resulted from these. Another of less long-term significance, but of considerable interest in relation to contemporary conceptions of sociology, was on relations between the social sciences (Marshall, 1936).



Eugenics Society

This society was founded in 1907. As Mazumdar (1992) points out, it drew on the same constituency of the educated middle classes concerned about the condition of the working class as such bodies as the Charity Organisation Society and the Sociological Society, though its preferred explanations and solutions were in terms of biological heredity, and it was especially preoccupied with class differentials in fertility and their presumed relation to degeneration in population quality. As many writers have shown, these were common themes of the time, and eugenics was a common interest of reforming intellectuals on both left and right. In 1929, the society founded the British Population Society; this initially had a membership of 20, which included Keynes, Beveridge and the anthropologists Pitt-Rivers and Malinowski, as well as Carr-Saunders (who had published at least two books on population, and is characterised by Grebenik (1986: 13) as then the leading British expert on population). The Eugenics Society set up a joint Population Policies Committee with Political and Economic Planning (PEP) (on which see below), aimed at providing evidence for a Royal Commission on the birth rate, whose membership overlapped with that of the other groups; this was disbanded in 1940 (Grebenik, 1986: 20). In 1936, the Population Investigation Committee was founded, with Carr-Saunders in the chair, and David Glass as the research secretary, and funded by the Eugenics Society. This was based in the Eugenics Society's premises, until it moved to the LSE when, in 1945, Glass was appointed to a readership in demography in the Department of Sociology. There were, thus, many connections with what became academic sociology.



LSE Sociology Club

There was also a ‘Sociology Club’ based at the LSE, which met in the inter-war period and continued to exist for a while after the Second World War.9 It was initiated in 1923. Hobhouse was the first president, and Ginsberg the secretary – succeeding to the presidency when he succeeded to the LSE chair – but it was not a purely departmental club, and membership was open to people from outside the LSE. However, there was a limit on the total membership of 45 in London and 20 from elsewhere; London members absent from four consecutive meetings without satisfactory explanation ceased to be members. Papers were given to this club by members both of the Department of Sociology and of other departments, or from outside the LSE. The topics were by no means exclusively sociological; among the earliest papers were ‘The implications of the Cambridge School of economics’ and ‘The social value of mental tests’. Some papers were on policy/political issues, as when Hugh Gaitskell (then a lecturer in economics, later leader of the Labour Party) spoke in 1932 on ‘Some problems of the socialist economy’. Ginsberg gave papers which appear to have applied his distinctive theoretical/philosophical approach to issues of topical interest: ‘Theories of the causes of war’ in 1937, and ‘The moral basis of present-day political conflict’ in 1949. The club continued to meet until the late 1940s, but its last record is from 1953, when it is presumed to have lapsed. (Ginsberg retired in 1954.) Since the minutes of a Special General Meeting then say that it was decided to make the interdepartmental nature of the club clearer, one may perhaps infer that, as the social sciences became more specialised, members of other departments lost interest in it. In addition, it seems likely that the newly founded BSA had taken on some of its functions.

This club appears to have functioned partly as an internal seminar series, and partly as another place (analogous to the provincial ‘literary and philosophical’ societies) where academics and prominent figures outside academia could meet and exchange ideas.



Mass-Observation

Mass-Observation was a body of a quite different kind, with some of the characteristics of a social movement; it spoke to some of the concerns reflected in other developments of the period such as the Left Book Club. It was set up in 1937 by three young men, Charles Madge, Humphrey Jennings and Tom Harrisson. The aim was to create an ‘anthropology of ourselves’ – a study of the everyday lives of ordinary people. They set up a national panel of volunteers to reply to regular questionnaires on a variety of matters, and Harrisson and a team of observers initiated a project to make detailed observations of life and people in Bolton, while Madge remained in London to organise the writing of the volunteer panel. Harrisson's team went into a variety of public situations: meetings, religious occasions, sporting and leisure activities, in the street and at work, and recorded people's behaviour and conversation in as much detail as possible. This caught the spirit of the times, and was immediately successful; it led to publications such as Britain by Mass-Observation (Madge and Harrisson, 1939). When the war started, Mass-Observation was one of the bodies drawn on for war-related research, shown for instance in War Factory (Mass-Observation, 1943). After the war, the organisation became a market research agency.10 Charles Madge, originally a poet and journalist, moved in 1940 to the National Institute of Economic and Social Research, and then PEP. In 1950, he became Professor of Sociology at the University of Birmingham.



Political and Economic Planning

Political and Economic Planning (PEP) was an independent, non-party organisation, set up in 1931, and it described its own role as to act as

a bridge between research on the one hand and policy making on the other, whether in government, the social services or industry. Its aim is … to study problems of public concern, to find out the facts, to present them impartially, and to suggest ways in which knowledge can be applied …

(Lindsay, 1981:9)


It represented part of the important current of opinion in favour of increased social planning, responding to the felt bankruptcy of political ideas in the face of the slump and the demise of the Labour government. It did not claim to be ‘sociological’, but nonetheless had a key role in the development of sociological organisation.

PEP set up working groups on topics of current concern, consisting of both experts and lay members, and they produced reports – published anonymously – which usually drew heavily on data provided by others; its ‘working members’ were such people as civil servants, businessmen, politicians and academics, and it included a striking number of those who were, or became, ‘the great and the good’. It had a lunch room which was used as a club by members, and was significant in creating networks. [Leslie Wilkins (1987) described it as ‘a powerhouse’.] Although it had no official responsibilities for anything beyond its own activities, its significance is suggested by the fact that Michael Young (then its Director, but who later played a whole range of prominent roles in sociology and social science more widely) suggested that, since there was in the late 1940s no official body for the social sciences, PEP might take on some of its functions, and publish an annual review of work in the social sciences – though this suggestion was not taken up. Raymond Goodman, for a time Director of PEP and the author of the relevant chapter in its history, who, despite then being employed in business rather than academia, became the first secretary of the BSA, remarks that ‘social scientists did look to PEP as a natural (not to say neutral) meeting ground for those working on the practical and theoretical sides of their discipline’. A number of those who were, or later became, prominent sociologists were among its working members in the later 1940s (Goodman, 1981: 109–10).




Summary of pre-war situation

Though several of the organisations described above had ‘sociology’ in their titles, whether or not it appeared there did not correspond to the varying extent to which they were relevant to what became sociology. In practice, almost all had dominant representation from groups other than professional sociologists, and the initiative came from those groups. ‘Sociology’ was not clearly distinguished from practical concerns, or sociologists from practitioners, until quite a late date.

The LSE professorship remained the only professorship of sociology at any British university until after the Second World War, although Westermarck continued to lecture there part time alongside Hobhouse until 1930 while also holding a university post in Finland, and Hobhouse's 1929 successor, Ginsberg, had under him two other members of staff, T. H. Marshall and an assistant. Karl Mannheim joined the staff in 1933. Most ‘sociology’ courses set up in the inter-war period were, like the Liverpool University School of Social Science11 of 1905, intended to train social workers, voluntary or professional, in the skills needed for their tasks (Halliday, 1968: 390). The degrees which did exist had few component courses with ‘sociology’ in the title, or which we would recognise as intrinsically sociological. The London university Sociology degree was the only specialist one in the country before the Second World War (Banks, 1989: 523), although by 1914 there were 19 universities besides Oxford and Cambridge, and it was not taken by many students. [Most of those taking it were reported in 1935 to come from the department of Sociology, Social Studies and Economics at Bedford College (a women's college), though that remained heavily involved in social-work training; no member of staff there held the title ‘sociologist’ until 1935,12 though they were said to teach their special fields in a way designed to fit into a sociological course (Marshall, 1936: 30–1). A 1939 history of the college said that the department's ‘numbers are growing and its work developing as a result of increasing demands for workers in the various social services.’ (Tuke, 1939: 261), and it was described by its future head as in 1944 ‘a Department concerned with training social workers’ (Wootton, 1967: 99).] More students took the option of specialising in Sociology within the degree in Economics, or took social work diplomas which included some sociology.

Even in the inter-war period, the majority of research with some claim to be sociological was not conducted within universities, and long-term funding for it was not available. There was a growing market research industry, but it had no connection with formal sociology in Britain, though there was knowledge of some of Lazarsfeld's early work (Platt, 1991: 347). Some interesting studies were carried out, but they were often done by foreigners (e.g. Bakke, 1933 – funded by the Pilgrim Trust) some of whom were refugees (e.g. Marie Jahoda), or by private organisations such as PEP, or the amateurs such as the group in Mass-Observation. Indeed, it is striking how much of the empirical research that was done came from people who could be almost anything but a British university sociologist (Platt, 1991: 352). Rowntree, an enlightened Quaker industrialist, carried on the tradition of Booth by conducting significant research on poverty at his own expense (Rowntree and Lasker, 1911, Rowntree, 1941).

There was a continuing tradition of local ‘social surveys’; Wells (1935: 13, 18), in a review of the field, defined such a survey as ‘a fact-finding study, dealing chiefly with working-class poverty and with the nature and problems of the community’, and went on to characterise its aim as ‘the collection of facts relating to social problems and conditions in order to assist the formulation of practical measures …’. Such studies were funded on an ad hoc basis, sources including special local subscriptions (Wells, 1935: 59–60), and used much voluntary labour. (It is worthy of note that what has some claim to be the first British textbook on sociological research methods13 – Bartlett et al. (1939) – is clearly designed for amateurs as much as for students.) The surveys were not wholly unconnected with universities but, of those which were connected, none was carried out by members of sociology staff, though some of those involved later became associated with sociology.14

Of course one reason for the shortage of university-based research was the shortage of university sociologists, but the lack of real interest in empirical research of those who were most prominent made a significant contribution. The background in philosophy of the first professors encouraged general system-building and armchair thinking rather than the creation of fresh data (though Westermarck did fieldwork – but on Morocco; the evolutionary perspective also encouraged a special interest in ‘simpler’ societies.) In addition, the grand synthetic approach made it necessary to draw on such a range of sources that it would clearly be impossible to carry out much of the work oneself. As late as 1936, Ginsberg was listing as sociological specialisms the comparative study of institutions, comparative morals and comparative religion, social statistics and demography, social geography, social psychology, social biology and social economics (Ginsberg, 1956: 257–8), though going on to argue that the development of separate specialised work in such fields was necessary for the progress of the ideal synthetic and generalising sociology.15 It is interesting to note that a member of the older generation who approached the discipline from a quite different background and angle, and did not call herself a sociologist, Barbara Wootton, could still take a position which has something in common with this in the 1960s:

Today a natural scientist must confine himself to astrophysics or microbiology or some other narrow specialism. So likewise will the social scientist one day learn to respect boundaries and to restrict himself to a particular discipline such as sociology, social psychology, anthropology, economics or psephology. That time, however, is not yet. For the application to social problems of such basic scientific tools as exact observation and empirical testing of hypotheses is still so new, and so little understood or appreciated, that there remains much to be done by those whose primary concern is with the method itself rather than with any of the particular fields in which it can be employed.

(Wootton, 1967: 210)


Within the LSE in the inter-war period, most empirical research which could be seen as in some way sociological was actually carried out in other departments.16

It has been suggested that the conservatism of the university system, dominated by Oxford and Cambridge, meant that sociology needed to justify its claims to a place in terms that were acceptable, and an emphasis on distinctively and traditionally academic characteristics helped in that, so that those chosen for the few early academic posts were the philosophers and systematisers. However, if that was so, the conception of academic ‘sociology’ that they and many others held paradoxically made it harder for them to find a place within the system of disciplines as it was emerging, since they appeared to make claims on territory which other disciplines, often more securely established, also claimed.



Wartime and early post-war

Other strands which came to contribute to the post-war sociology emerging in the 1950s had entirely different origins, several of them arising from work responding to the special needs of the war effort.

The Wartime Social Survey, originally set up in 1940 for the Ministry of Information to investigate morale and public opinion, was led by Frederick Brown, a statistician who worked in the Department of Business Administration at the LSE; his colleague Sybil Clement Brown of the Department of Mental Health (which trained psychiatric social workers) was also involved, as was Ethel Lindgren, an anthropologist by training and contributor to – and co-editor with Ginsberg and others of – Bartlett et al. (1939). The staff also included Marie Jahoda, well known for her sociological/psychological research and later a professor of social psychology. Sample survey data were collected, but there also came to be a considerable emphasis on the collection of relatively rich qualitative material (for the collection of which psychiatric social workers were seen as the appropriate kind of interviewer) to be quantified. However, disagreements arose as a result of which the entire research team resigned in 1941, and that was the end of the more qualitative work (Platt, 1986). However, Louis Moss from the British Institute of Public Opinion was appointed in place of Brown (who had left a little earlier for America), and became responsible for an organisation now concerned with largely factual surveys of living conditions. This eventually became the Government Social Survey and continued long after the war as a major governmental research body; its members in particular have made valuable contributions to survey method, usually through the network of the RSS rather than academic sociology (for details of its history, see Moss, 1991). Other government departments also carried out their own research.

‘Operational research’, developed then for practical reasons to do with such matters as the design of aircraft controls and the promotion of productivity in manufacturing, later became an important contributor to the dominant empirical field of the 1950s, industrial sociology (Stansfield, 1981). (Ronald Stansfield himself, originally a physicist, became involved in operational research, and by that route a sociologist; he was an early BSA executive member, and the second convenor of the BSA's study group on industrial sociology.) T. T. Paterson's Morale in War and Work (1955) exemplifies one way in which such work developed; Leslie Wilkins, who later worked for the Government Social Survey before entering academic life as a criminologist, came into social research by a similar route from work on the causes of aircraft accidents (Wilkins 2001).

Research related to industry was important at this period. The Department of Scientific and Industrial Research (DSIR), founded in 1917, started to support social research in 1950 (Cherns and Perry, 1976: 72–4). After the war, the Marshall Plan and associated efforts from the USA aimed at encouraging postwar reconstruction and industrial productivity both funded significant research and created contacts with the more advanced and empirically active US social science.

During the Second World War, the Tavistock Clinic, which started in 1920 as an outpatient psychiatric clinic to give psychotherapy to those unable to afford private fees, came to focus on morale, leadership, selection within the military, and the mental health of enemy nations.17 Thus it developed concern with more social matters and phenomena in larger groups, which after the war was carried over into civilian life. This was reflected in the journal Human Relations and the Institute of Human Relations, founded in 1946 and 1947; the journal was a joint venture with the new US Center for Group Dynamics. There were many US contacts, some of them with sociologists; these included joint wartime work in London with Edward Shils and Kimball Young. (This was not the only such contact made as a result of the war.) In the post-war period, then, ‘the Tavi’ was heavily involved in work such as that by Elliot Jaques, Eric Trist and A. K. Rice, initially in a programme set up by the Human Factors Panel of the Committee on Industrial Productivity, one of the predecessor bodies to the Social Science Research Council (Nicol, 2000: 47); some of this work was regarded as industrial sociology, even if other disciplinary claims might have been made on it (Dicks, 1970, passim). (The Institute came to include an Institute for Operational Research from 1963.) Bott's important Family and Social Network (1957) was a product of another branch.

During the war, there were many discussions about wartime issues of social policy such as evacuation, and social directions for the post-war period. Karl Mannheim was involved in a number of discussion groups,18 and ministers of education from the allied countries were meeting in the discussions which eventually led to the creation of UNESCO and its range of social-scientific activities. Social research was also encouraged by the 1945 Labour Government, creating the welfare state as it embarked on post-war reconstruction. (A number of the most prominent figures in the post-war Labour Party had backgrounds in academic social science, including the Prime Minister, Clement Attlee, who for some years had held a post in the LSE Department of Social Science.) Michael Young went in 1945 from directing PEP to head the Research Department of the Labour Party until 1951; in 1953, he founded the Institute of Community Studies, which was responsible for a whole series of empirical studies related to policy issues. This was part of the response to a need felt more widely at the time, as was shown by several government reports. Nicol (2000) documents the long sequence of representations, committees and enquiries which led eventually to the founding in 1965 of the Social Science Research Council (later Economic and Social Research Council), under the chairmanship of the ubiquitous Michael Young.

Teaching of sociology continued in wartime; the LSE was evacuated to Cambridge, though student numbers were reduced and much more likely than before to be drawn from women and foreigners (refugees could be excluded from government work) – who in the circumstances of the time were less likely to be candidates for staff jobs.19 Immediately after the war, the expansion of universities, and of work in sociology, commenced; a UNESCO report, based on work by Donald MacRae, summarises this, with details about courses and local situations. It points out that ‘a great deal of work which, in other countries, would be called sociology, has been and is still being carried on under other names’ (UNESCO, 1953: 91). Many of the courses which he lists are in departments not called ‘sociology’, and/or with substantial commitment to the training of social workers. It is clear that ‘sociology’ is still institutionally defined in a broadly inclusive way. Opportunities for postgraduate study were limited, but a cohort of students at the LSE (Halsey, 1985) was to play a crucial role in the future development of British sociology.

Ginsberg remained professor and head of department at the LSE from 1929 until his retirement in 1954. It followed from his intellectual approach that he did not see a first or higher degree in sociology as a necessary, or even the best, qualification for teaching it. This meant that the situation where those who held such posts were not formally qualified in the field lasted longer than it need have done.20 The two other professors of sociology at the LSE after the war were T. H. Marshall, who had moved over from teaching history to trainee social workers to a senior post in sociology in 1930 (invited by Ginsberg to take over the Comparative Social Institutions course on the death of Hobhouse), and D. V. Glass, whose first degree was in geography but who soon became a demographer. Both worked in styles which have more in common with later styles of sociology than Ginsberg's. In 1948, it was still true that the only university staff listed as sociologists in the CUYB were at London University. The number of LSE staff expanded from five in 1945–6 to eight in 1946–7 and 11 in 1951–2, responding to the high levels of demand for sociology, especially from those returning from the war; numbers then stabilised until 1959–60.

The activities of the Institute of Sociology were very much weakened by the restrictions during the Second World War; after the war, the LSE staff on the editorial board withdrew, when their offer to take over the SR was refused, in favour of the British Journal of Sociology (BJS), which they founded in 1949.
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