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Introduction

Massimo Mazzotti

For a long time, debates over the nature of knowledge have been informed by an 

influential general model, according to which knowledge and belief are separated 

by an insuperable epistemological boundary, belief being knowledge less something 

(warrant, for example). From this perspective knowledge is to be understood as the 

product of the encounter of the individual mind with reality – social and natural. 

Logic and evidence alone would determine the contents of knowledge, while the 

social dimension would mainly enter the picture as a distorting element, as when the 

analyst identifies the effects of ‘social pressures’, or the ‘weight of tradition’. The 

theoretical and empirical shortcomings of this approach to the study of knowledge 

have been fully exposed by decades of anthropological and sociological research. 

Within the sociology of knowledge an alternative view has taken shape, according to 

which knowledge/belief is to be understood as essentially related to social action and 

structure. The debate has thus shifted to questions about the nature of the relationship 

between belief, action and structure, and the analytic use of these notions; and, 

indeed, the opportunity to retain a knowledge/belief distinction. Clearly, the way in 

which these questions are answered is of great import not only for the sociology of 

knowledge but for social theory as well. 

The present volume aims to contribute to current debates in this area by honouring 

and reflecting upon the work of Barry Barnes. The volume intends to mark at once 

Barnes’s retirement from his current position at the University of Exeter and the 

fortieth anniversary of his affiliation to the Science Studies Unit at the University of 

Edinburgh. Barnes’s highly original and fruitful insights on the knowledge/power/

practice relationship are presented here through ten essays written by scholars from 

various fields who have been using, developing and challenging those insights. The 

diversity of these uses, which cut across disciplinary fields and concerns, is in itself 

a sign of the breadth of Barnes’s reflection and of its theoretical import. In fact, 

although Barnes is mainly known as one of the founders of what today is called 

science and technology studies, he has always conceived of his own research as 

dealing primarily with fundamental issues in the social sciences. The aim of this 

introduction is precisely that of rendering the profound sense of unity that pervades 

Barnes’ varied body of work, and illustrating the way his work bears on basic 

questions about the interplay between cognitive and social order in any given human 

collective.

The relationship between structure and belief has been a traditional concern of 

the sociology of knowledge. The analytic tools used to explore this relationship 

derive primarily from two bodies of work. The first and most influential is the 
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work of Karl Marx, in which the relationship between social structure and belief is 

conceptualised in terms of a materialistic theory of interests. It is the relation to the 

means of production that, according to Marx, defines the interests of social classes. 

Class interests in turn determine people’s beliefs – although the actual link between 

class interests and individual interests has proven to be quite difficult to analyse. 

This basic, mono-directional picture (where social structure influences belief) is 

complicated by the presence of ideology, which according to Marx distorts the true 

interests of the working classes, shapes their understanding of the world and favours 

the reproduction of class-relations. The idea that structure and belief are connected 

by a complex two-way relationship is therefore already present at the origin of the 

sociology of knowledge. 

A similar image emerged even more sharply in another major tradition of 

research, constructed around the work of Emile Durkheim. According to Durkheim, 

categories of thought should be understood as contingent products of a collective’s 

social experience. Scholars within this tradition, such as Mary Douglas, have 

highlighted the remarkable homologies between social structures and systems of 

beliefs as documented by anthropological research. However, as Durkheim was 

aware, the arrow of determination does not point simply from structure to belief. 

Those very beliefs that are produced through collective action are indeed functional 

to the sustenance of society and to the reproduction of its institutions. 

After a period of relative decline the study of the sociology of knowledge 

flourished anew in the 1960s, in correspondence with a more general process of re-

orientation of the field of social sciences, and especially a rethinking of the nature of 

social structure and of its relation to collective and individual action. In brief, resources 

from both the Marxist and Durkheimian traditions were mobilised to question mono-

causal, deterministic models for the production of knowledge, and particularly those 

strains of sociological and anthropological research that had reified – illegitimately, it 

was now believed – the notion of social structure. The work of such authors as Louis 

Althusser and Mary Douglas is emblematic of the revival and renewal of the two 

main traditions during the sixties. More generally, this period saw the strengthening 

of a more interpretive, interactionist theorisation, which emphasised human agency 

and the theoretical significance of practice, a shift emblematised by the raise and 

influence of ethnomethodology. Michel Foucault and Pierre Bourdieu, who were 

not associated directly with previous traditions in the sociology of knowledge, also 

played an important role in reshaping the theoretical landscape. Foucault’s analysis 

of power/knowledge proved to be especially suggestive, as it re-framed the debate 

by focusing on the concrete tools of social control and questioned, through the 

notion of discourse, the very analytic significance of tools such as structure and 

belief. Bourdieu’s notions of habitus and field also allowed for a rethinking of the 

relationship between structure and action.

Barry Barnes’s early work should be situated precisely within the 1960s theoretical 

and methodological renewal of the sociology of knowledge. Drawing upon the 

work of Marx and Durkheim, but also on suggestions from Ludwig Wittgenstein, 

Mary Hesse, Mary Douglas, Thomas Kuhn and Harold Garfinkel, Barnes and his 

colleagues at the Science Studies Unit at Edinburgh University initiated a new and 

distinctive research tradition in the sociology of knowledge, which they called 
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‘the Strong Programme in the sociology of scientific knowledge’ (SSK). When the 

publications of the Edinburgh School, as the group was soon labelled, began to 

appear in the early seventies, it was immediately clear that the scope of their work 

went far beyond the traditional concerns of the sociology of knowledge, and had 

implications for the very basis of social theory. In essence, they showed empirically 

that cognitive and social order cannot be understood in isolation from each other, 

even when one analyses the contents of the most esoteric forms of scientific and 

technical knowledge. During the 1970s the study of science and technology as social 

activities became, in Edinburgh and elsewhere, the raison d’être of a new, specialized 

field of research initially known as ‘science studies’. From the eighties onwards 

the field has been thriving within the Anglo-Saxon academic world, under the label 

of science and technology studies (STS), and its maturity has been signalled by a 

wave of specialized journals and undergraduate textbooks. The rise of STS within 

academia has been a striking success story. It was so successful that it is now difficult 

to recall the sense of outrage that the claim could provoke around 1970, even within 

the social sciences, that scientific knowledge should be studied just like any other 

kind of belief system. It might be useful then to start from there to sketch a map of 

Barnes’s own contributions to the sociology of knowledge and to social theory.

In 1967, Stanley Barry Barnes joined the Science Studies Unit at the University 

of Edinburgh as a lecturer. He was employed as a sociologist to teach science and 

engineering students about their own work considered as social activity and about 

its wider social significance. David Bloor was similarly employed, and soon Steven 

Shapin and Donald MacKenzie would join the teaching staff of the unit. Needless 

to say, the necessity of teaching modules along these lines was far from obvious at 

the time. But then, the Science Studies Unit was a rather unobvious institution. The 

unit had begun its activities in 1966, having been set up by a group of prominent 

Edinburgh scientists led by the biologist Conrad Hal Waddington with the explicit 

aim of contributing to a bridging of the gap between what Charles Percy Snow had 

famously called the ‘two cultures’. The creation of the unit was inspired by the 

Scottish tradition of providing scientists with a broad education, and its main aim 

was to open science up to social responsibility, which at the time was understood 

primarily in terms of the scientist’s awareness of the social implications of their 

work. Waddington’s vision of science and its role in society was derived from a lively 

Marxist tradition that aimed to free western science from the control of capitalist 

priorities and bring it closer to the people’s real needs. A very similar agenda would 

soon find institutional expression in the British Society for Social Responsibility 

in Science (1971). It remained unclear, in this as in other traditions of a socialist 

sociology of science, if and how the political meaning of science should change our 

understanding of the notion of scientific objectivity (and hence of ideology) and our 

interpretations of the very contents of scientific knowledge. In any case, in 1966 a 

committee chaired by Waddington decided that science and engineering students 

should have the opportunity to take modules that would raise their awareness of 

the social and political implications of science and technology. David Edge was 

appointed as first director of the unit; he was a radio astronomer with a keen interest 

in science communication who had been working for the Science Unit at the BBC 

since 1959. Apparently Waddington told Edge: ‘we’ll teach them the science, you’ll 
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teach them the rest’ (Bloor 2003). In a few years ‘the rest’ turned out to be a new and 

promising field of research: science studies.

In constructing genealogies and myths of origins we tend to emphasise those 

aspects of the object in question that we deem essential. In my sketchy reconstruction 

of the origins of the Edinburgh School I have done exactly this. I would like to 

emphasise two points: first, its roots in the work of Marx and Durkheim, and 

secondly its prominent connection with the world of practicing scientists, especially 

biologists and physicists. The first point is relevant as it provides the context in 

which the long-lasting commitment to the materialist assumptions that characterise 

the Edinburgh School took shape, and especially Barnes’s ‘minimal realism’.1 At the 

same time these assumptions also have to do with the second point, i.e. the belief 

that science should be studied primarily through the careful observation of actual 

every-day scientific practice.

The members of the unit began studying science as it is practiced, rather than 

as it ought to be. When contrasted with the ethereal worlds of 1960s philosophy of 

science or the institutional imperatives of Mertonian sociology, the early works of 

the Edinburgh School appear strikingly different, immersed as they are in the messy 

reality of experimental life. They certainly looked more like works in ethnography 

and historical anthropology than in philosophy. It is probably relevant that, unlike 

most philosophers and sociologists studying science at that time, Barnes and other 

members of the Edinburgh School were trained in the natural sciences. This might 

indeed explain their sharp perception of previous theories of scientific knowledge 

as irredeemably idealistic. Thus Barnes had read chemistry and was familiar with 

laboratory practice in this field (Barnes and Symons 1966; 1970a), while Bloor had 

done research in experimental psychology and Shapin, the historian of the group, 

had been trained in genetics, and collaborated closely with the Edinburgh Medical 

School while writing his groundbreaking articles on the history of phrenology 

(Shapin 1975). The enormous influence of this methodological revolution – looking 

at what scientists do rather than at what they, or philosophers, say – is testified to 

by the fact that this move would soon become obvious and unproblematic. This 

basic hands-on attitude shaped the methodological tools deployed in the works of 

the Edinburgh School. For them, the empirical exploration of scientific practices 

should itself be shaped by what natural scientists do and the way in which they orient 

themselves to what they study. Again, today it might be rather difficult to grasp the 

radical nature of this choice, its radical rupture with existing traditions in the study of 

scientific knowledge. In opposition to the then dominant rationalistic and idealistic 

perspectives, Barnes and Bloor defined their attitude as ‘naturalistic’.

The conviction that the discipline of sociology would benefit from being 

informed by the methodology of the natural sciences was still relatively popular 

in the early 1960s, although on the wane. Interestingly, Barnes’s own postgraduate 

study in sociology had been possible thanks to a programme of the Social Science 

Research Council specifically designed to attract science-trained students to the social 

sciences. The limits of this form of scientific sociology, however, were becoming all 

1 On Barnes’s minimal realism see Barnes 1992a, where this position is presented and 

contrasted to stronger and more familiar kinds of realism.
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too evident. Essentially, the idea that the methods of the natural sciences should 

also inform the social sciences was combined with misconceived notions of what 

those methods were. The sociological imagination of the 1960s was still very much 

permeated by a rationalistic account of science and scientific objectivity, shaped by 

the works of such philosophers as Karl Popper, who saw scientific knowledge as the 

product of the encounter of the individual mind with external reality, mediated by 

the rules of an alleged universal logic. While the rest of the social world was being 

boldly explored and deconstructed through new interpretive and phenomenological 

approaches, the world of science appeared thus frozen in an anachronistic, sui generis 

status that exempted it from any kind of social analysis – as if scientific practices 

were not social practices themselves. In Barnes’s opinion this special status – which 

paralleled that traditionally ascribed to theology – was the result of an unscientific 

attitude. In Edinburgh he thus began re-conceptualising the relationship between 

natural and social sciences in a way that went beyond the traditional, and at that point 

sterile, dualistic model. Barnes agreed that science should be studied scientifically. 

However, he also believed that social scientists were using a misleading model of 

how science actually works. This model needed to be freed from its idealistic and 

rationalistic components. What social scientists could certainly import from science 

was a fundamental attitude shared by natural scientists, i.e. naturalism. Rather than 

trying to offer some necessarily unsatisfactory definition of naturalism, Barnes 

suggested that the modus operandi of the natural scientists should be observed, 

alongside the basic assumptions that frame their interaction with the world, and 

the way in which they orient themselves to the world and to each other when they 

produce knowledge. Using a Kuhnian image, he suggested that exemplary scientific 

work incarnated the naturalistic attitude he was advocating. The first step towards 

a properly scientific sociology of knowledge consisted of importing to this field of 

inquiry the naturalistic attitude and realist presuppositions of practicing scientists. 

The adoption of such a perspective made it apparent that science should be analysed 

sociologically in just the same way as any other social activity. This meant challenging 

the dominant dualistic perspective on knowledge, and promoting a naturalistic and 

monistic sociology of knowledge instead. Barnes’s naturalistic commitment thus 

provided the basis for the development of that particular form of relativism that was 

soon to be become associated with the Edinburgh School (Barnes and Bloor 1982).

After a few articles on the sociology of scientific beliefs and an empirical study of 

social dynamics of industrial research (Barnes 1969; 1971; Barnes and Dolby 1970), 

Barnes edited Sociology of Science (Barnes 1972), a groundbreaking reader that 

signalled the thriving status of the field. Barnes’s own contribution to this volume 

marked the start of his interest in the social construction of expert credibility, a line of 

research that was openly discouraged by policy-makers at the time (Barnes 1972a).2

The view of science as an essentially social activity was summarised in Scientific 

Knowledge and Sociological Theory (1974), Barnes’s first major contribution to 

social theory. Here Barnes mobilised a variety of theoretical and empirical materials 

in defence of this monistic position and engaged with dualist approaches of various 

2 For Barnes’s more recent work on expert credibility, see Barnes 1999, 2002b, and 

2005a.


