Chapter 7

Founding the sociology of knowledge:
Basil Bernstein, intellectual fields,

and the epistemic device
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relationship between the “inner” and the “outer”, and influences the so-
cialisation of individuals into fields of knowledge. During the 1980s, Bern-
stein focused on developing a theory of the construction of this pedagogic
discourse, analysing the principles and social bases of its distribution, re-
contextualisation, and evaluation in terms of the “pedagogic device” (1990,
pp- 165-218). More recently, this work has been built upon to analyse the
knowledge structures from which pedagogic discourse is selected and re-
contextualised (1996, pp. 169-181; 1999). This trajectory thus traces a cu-
mulative and progressive movement through analyses of the reproduction,
recontextualisation, and production of knowledge (Table 1).

Table 1: A trajectory through Bernstein’s analysis of the construction of knowledge

Principal focus of Main decade of Principal publication
theoretical development circnlation of theory (Class, Codes and Control)
Transmission/acquisition of 1970s Volume 3
pedagogic discourse (1975)
Structuring of pedagogic 1980s Volume 4
discourse (1990)
Knowledge structures from 1990s Volume 5
which pedagogic discourse is (1996, 2000)

recontextualised

Production of knowledge 2000s Future development
structures

Bernstein has also addressed the question of relations between theory
and research (e.g. 1996, pp. 91-144). For Bernstein, there is a dynamic in-
terplay between the theoretical construction of and empirical research into
objects of inquiry. Throughout his work, theoretical development has made
visible new objects of study for empirical research, which in turn have
evoked and necessitated the development of theory, which raises further
issues for research, and so on. In this chapter, we aim to contribute to the
ongoing development of the trajectory by building upon Bernstein’s recent
work to further examine intellectual fields of knowledge production. Spe-
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!
tures with relatively “strong” and “weak” grammars, in order to distinguish
those whose languages have an explicit conceptual syntax capable of “relatively”
precise empirical descriptions and/or of generating formal modelling of empirical

relations, from those languages where these powers are much weaker. (Bernstein,
1999, p. 164)

Examples of horizontal knowledge structures with strong grammars
include mathematics, logic, and economics; examples of those with weak
grammars include social anthropology, cultural studies, and (crucially for
our focus here) sociology.

Analysing intellectual production: Principles, modes, and devices. What
Bernstein provides here is a means of systematically describing differences
between intellectual fields in terms of their organising principles, rather
than simply their outcomes or empirical characteristics. What is now
required is a means of conceptualising the practices which generate these;
that is, the underlying generative principles which give rise to these
knowledge structures and grammars and enable change between them (i.e.,
the aforementioned “principle”). For reasons we have already introduced,
this necessitates conceptual development.

Crucial to this necessity is a significant difference between considering
the production of knowledge and considering its recontextualisation and
reproduction. As Bernstein makes apparent with his concept of
recontextualisation, fields of knowledge production are irreducible to fields
of reproduction. As one cannot read off the form taken by the teaching of
physics from the research practices of physicists, so the converse holds
true; these two fields of practice have their own specificities. Similarly, what
may be tacit in fields of recontextualisation and reproduction may be more
evident in fields of production—analysing the latter may open up new
concerns for analysis. In the case of reproduction (especially at the level of
the school) a crucial role is played by the “pedagogic device” which
regulates the distribution, recontextualisation, and evaluation of pedagogic
discourse (Bernstein 1990, pp. 165-218). This device is the key to
understanding how knowledge generated by intellectual fields of
production comes to be transformed into pedagogic discourse (see Beck,
1999). However, as the trajectory of Bernstein’s analysis has led to
development of the theory, which in turn brings new concerns to light, so
the analysis of fields of intellectual production brings to light new issues,
which necessitate development of the theory.

One such issue which knowledge production highlights is the basis of
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164 TOWARDS A SOCIOLOGY OF PEDAGOGY

the field, what, then, is generating these different knowledge formations
and, in particular, enabling the process of change from one to another?
This question can be addressed by emphasising that “paradigms” is only
one "##$%I&cription of the field. It is likely that other actors would con-
test this view and argue against the imposition of the particular “epistemol-
ogy” (or, more precisely, anti-epistemology) that advocates of the paradigm
model propose. A conflict would then follow between those who support
“perspectives” and those who support “paradigms” as the way of under-
standing the field. In this situation a new ($)* of struggle would emerge:
one related to how the field itself is understood rather than to rival knowl-
edge claims between competing perspectives. Hence the introduction of a
language of “paradigms” in self-representations is not simply the introduc-
tion of one more perspective; it is the emergence of an attempt to funda-
mentally restructure the nature of the field by weakening its grammar. Itis a
struggle between explicit &+),-+,'#."/.&',$0$1+0%) about the nature of
what is to count as knowledge and the procedures and criteria that mem-
bers of the field can legitimately employ in its production (Maton, 2000b,!
2000d).

"HEU%&L#%()! *+,.$-,% () #F/ 01/(! 12! .'%,3,0%#3,1$4! This raises
questions concerned with what it is that actors engaged in such conflicts are
struggling over and how. Actors struggle for the right to define the field
and its practices, but what is the mechanism, the “switching device”, by
which this may be achieved? What we are suggesting is that such struggles
are for control of the epistemic device—the generative means whereby the
parameters and possibilities of the field, its structure and grammar, are
established—and that such struggles comprise the proclamation, in
languages of legitimation, of differing 12$)3$!&¥# legitimation.5 These
principles of legitimation set out ways of conceiving of the field and its
practices and thus propose a ruler for participation within the struggles and
criteria by which achievement within the field (including success in these
struggles) should be measured (Maton, 2000b, 2000d). This is to say that
languages of legitimation, such as those of “perspectives” and “paradigms”,
posit a principle, a specific articulation between the arbitrary and the non-
arbitrary, as 04'basis for legitimacy within the field. Different principles of
legitimation proclaim different answers to the question of whether
knowledge and its production is to be understood as sociologically and
historically contingent, or as ontologically necessary, or as particular

configuracionfsguirdshs comprising principles of legitimation can be con-
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FOUNDING THE SOCIOLOGY OF KNOWLEDGE 167

We should first emphasise that within certain epistemological parame-
ters (given by the ontology of a field’s domain), the strength of grammar
current at any moment in time (its capacity to produce knowledge and in
what form) is contingent upon the "#$%&86 e field in terms of its loca-
tion within the broader structural dynamic of the education system. This
will be strongly influenced by factors such as educational expansion, state
policies regarding funding, and the degree of external regulation of institu-
tions. These issues are not the focus of analysis here. The necessarily partial
nature of the following accounts is intended to illustrate the effects of dif-
fering realisations or “settings” of the epistemic device in shaping intellec-
tual fields, rather than to represent attempts to fully account for these
fields. Our intention is #"&o displace the focus of conventional sociologies
of knowledge but rather to highlight the structuring effects of a generative
mechanism hitherto absent from their analyses.

I"HB06& &()*+&,)-$#96)./(HOS!"H$-&. #$/1$2) #&'3$-),)-). +

The schismatic phenomenon represented by the move to weaken grammar,
though never before systematically theorised, has been recognised in a
number of ways for a long time. Perhaps its most oft-noted form is that of
a generational conflict (e.g., Hoggart, 1995; Moore, 1996b). Senior
members of an intellectual field bemoan junior members’ lack of originality
and proclaim with a jaundiced eye: “We’ve heard this all beforel”
Conversely, younger members of the field bemoan the inability of their
elders to break free of their outdated ideas, recognise their obsolescence,
and allow the birth of the “new”. The senior members despair at the lack of
understanding of the history of their discipline; the junior members view
this as just so much dead weight. The young are said to be living as if the
past never happened; the old to be living in the past.

One could analyse this as simply a “conflict of the generations”, a bat-
tle between the established and the newcomers, the conservative old guard
and the Young Turks.” There is, however, more to it than that. Such events
take the form of 'I(%"), the proclamation of a radical break, typically either
"*+00,-as a break in time or */)*#&,--.£ a break in space between contem-
poraneous “standpoints”. The 1960s, for example, witnessed a large crop
of notices of births and deaths: the death of God, the traditional family,

2«

élite higher education, the classics; the arrival of the “new student”, “new

» o«

sociology of education”, “new universities” (indeed, Christopher Booker
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tury sees further work on the theorem by scores of mathemati-
cians (male and female, from a variety of countries) until ...

e In 1993, Andrew Wiles, concluding his lectures at a mathematics
conference in Cambridge, writes one last statement on the black-
board and says, softly, “This proves Fermat’s Last Theorem. I
think I'll stop here”. However, by December he has to admit to
an 1"#$"%!%&A"H{s proof.

* By September 1994, with the help of a colleague, “the hole is
patched” and the Last Theorem is considered officially proved.

What is so striking about this story is its sheer %#)th historical time
and in geographical and cultural space. It tells a story of a mathematician in
late-twentieth-century England effectively communicating with a French
judge at the court of Louis XIV, and through him with Babylonians from
three millennia ago.8 It represents an epistemic community with an '+&™,’,
existence in time and space, a community where the past is present, one in
which the living members interact with the dead to produce contributions
which, when living members die, will be in turn the living concern of future
members—*“a partnership not only between those who are living, but
between those who are living, those who are dead, and those who are to be
born” (Burke, 1989, p. 147).

What enables this extended epistemic community becomes clearer
when one compares the ways in which literary criticism and mathematics
are legitimated. In the case of a “paradigms” portrayal of an intellectual
tield, legitimacy within the field is measured by focusing on the knower.
This knower mode of legitimation may be summarily represented as

Knower —» Language—» Object
(((gaZe”)

where the arrows indicate the direction of specialisation and regulation. The
legitimate language is held to be specialised to the knower, and in turn is
said to specialise the object of study; only the privileged knower’s “gaze”
may access the object of study. In other words, it is possession of the spe-
cialised sensibility, typically restricted to a social-temporal category of
knower, which is the purported criterion for membership of the field—the
means of socialisation into its principles of organisation is social rather than
epistemic. In contrast, the “perspectives” portrayal of a field illustrated by
mathematics reverses the direction of the arrows: the object (or problem) is

!
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knowledge and knower modes).

To introduce this concept alongside the pedagogic device is to imply
neither that the latter is inapplicable to fields of intellectual production, nor
that there are two devices at work within atenas of knowledge I"#$%&' ()t
only one within those of recontextualisation and reproduction. Both de-
vices form the basis of all three arenas. We suggest, however, that whilst
the epistemic device is not absent from the latter two, in their practices it is
secondary to a wide range of other, primary *$+#,(&oncerns. The
specificities of intellectual fields, and specifically their concern with the
basis of knowledge claims, bring this device to our attention. So, we can
state both that all new knowledge is recontextualised knowledge—
knowledge is socially produced by means of antecedent knowledge—and
also that, conversely, all educational knowledge is subject to the epistemic
device. For example, a child in a history lesson who declares, “I don’t know
what happened, Miss, I wasn’t alive three hundred years ago”, is positing
settings for the epistemic device by proclaiming a knower mode of
legitimation. One of the achievements of Bernstein’s work has been to
widen the question of the pedagogical nature of social relations well beyond
the school classroom. Here we are arguing that the epistemological nature
of social relations is similarly universal and ubiquitous—if it were not, we
would not be able to function on a day-to-day basis. In short, the epistemic
device moves the focus from the sociological to encompass also the
epistemological. It moves us from thinking about pedagogies to also
thinking about knowledges as well.

The contrast we are making between these two devices is thus }# one
between a social principle (pedagogic) and a -#,(&+--./ O#'dtstemological
principle (as was sought by positivist attempts to reconstruct the logic of
scientific discovery in terms of formal logic). As realist philosophy of sci-
ence has long recognised, the logic of discovery and its associational forms
is ()"(2(&+social in character, but it is social in a very particular and spe-
cialised way (though there is no complete agreement as to its form: see
Moore, 2000). It is what Luntley (1995) terms that “simple truth” about our
relationship to the wortld that makes +). form of effective action possible.
Hence, the epistemic device is 2#&(#r character, and, though most of its
realisations are most systematically developed in university disciplines (es-
pecially within the natural sciences), )*&*22+"{biquitous and universal. It is
the precondition of knowledge. The question this raises is the nature of
relations between the pedagogic and epistemic devices. At this stage, we
suggest that they represent two parts of a bigger picture, dimensions of an

!
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