Chapter 7

Founding the sociology of knowledge:
Basil Bernstein, intellectual fields,
and the epistemic device

"#$%"'&'$
0&*$%)+",$

Observation is always selective. It needs a chosen object, a definite task, an
interest, a point of view, a problem.

[Karl Popper, 1963, p. 27]

Introduction

The starting point for this chapter is a paradox in the sociology of knowl-
edge, namely, that it cannot see its ostensible object of study: -,".*'/0" . Al-
though the early 1970s “New Sociology of Education” (NSE) in Britain
proposed a rejuvenated sociology of knowledge (e.g., Young, 1971), “this
programme, whatever else it produced, did not produce what it called for”
(Bernstein, 1990, p. 166). It focused on what Bernstein (1990, pp. 165-180)
desctibes as “relations to” (such as relations of class, race, gender +"knowl-
edge) rather than “relations within” (the structuring of knowledge itself),
and thus developed a sociology without a theory of knowledge (Moore,
1996a, 2000). Our original (and ongoing) intention was (and is) to analyse
Anglophone sociology of education to highlight and account for this devel-
opment. This task, however, poses a “Catch 22” dilemma. Not only does
this endeavour involve producing knowledge about the production of
knowledge, it does so both within the context and through the study of a
field which, we have been arguing, cannot 1" knowledge as an object of
study in its own right. If the sociology of knowledge has such a blindspot,
then the analytical tools at our disposal would re-create the very phenome-
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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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Illustrating the Switch Event: From “Perspectives” to “Paradigms”$
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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 possible description 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 Aind 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 languages of legitimation: claims 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).

Languages, principles, and modes of legitimation. 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 principles of 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 #he 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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ceptualised by conceiving of the arbitrary/non-arbitrary in terms of what
Maton (1998, 1999, 2000b, 2000d), defines as the “epistemic relation” and
the “social relation” of knowledge. These refer to two analytically distinc-
tive but empirically interrelated dimensions of knowledge and practice
within intellectual fields of production. In short, they conceptualise the
ways in which claims to knowledge are both by authors in social-historical con-
texts and about the world, that is, that knowledge claims are by somebody and
about something. The epistemic relation is the relation between knowledge
and that part of the world of which knowledge is claimed (its proclaimed
object of study). The social relation is between knowledge and its author,
the subject making the claim to knowledge. Languages of legitimation are
conceptualised in terms of the strength of boundaries around (classifica-
tion) and control over (framing) what knowledge may be claimed and how
(epistemic relation), and who may claim knowledge (social relation). Cru-
cially, the forms these relations take within languages of legitimation may
vary independently of each other; each may be strongly or weakly classified
(C) and framed (F).

In these terms, languages of legitimation can be rewritten as expressing
patticular configurations of strong/weak C and F for these two relations: as
specific principles of legitimation (Maton, 2000b, 2000d). These specialise
knowledge in particular ways. In the above example, the field was portrayed
as first a series of specialisms (“perspectives”) and then as specialised
knowers (“paradigms”). The perspectives field exhibits strong C and F of
the epistemic relation (emphasising the significance of specialised
procedures), but weak C and F of the social relation (knowers are not the
issue). The paradigms field reverses these strengths, specialising and
privileging positions within the field on the basis of who is making the claim
to knowledge, regardless of the procedures used and the objects studied. In
other words, attempts to redescribe the field from comprising
“perspectives” to comprising “paradigms” are also attempts to “switch” the
ways in which knowledge is specialised to and within the field: in this case,
trom a knowledge mode of legitimation to a knower modeS As such, these
attempts aim to control the epistemic device, for whoever controls the
device controls the generator of status hierarchies in the field; they are able
to set the switch in their favour, so to speak, by establishing particular
modalities of legitimation as dominant within the field, and so structuring
relations between its constituent elements (Ll, 12 .. L) in different ways.

We develop the substantive analysis further in the next section of the
chapter. Before doing so, we need to address a potential misreading con-

!
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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 condition of the 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 7oz to displace the focus of conventional sociologies
of knowledge but rather to highlight the structuring effects of a generative
mechanism hitherto absent from their analyses.

The paradigmatic episode: The case of literary criticism

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 schism, the proclamation of a radical break, typically either
serially as a break in time or segmentally as 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,
élite higher education, the classics; the arrival of the “new student”, “new
sociology of education”, “new universities” (indeed, Christopher Booker
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[1969] christened the decade the “age of the neophiliacs”).

Examples of the present-day form of segmental “breaks” are provided
by forms of “standpoint” theory and “voice” discourse (Moore & Muller,
1999). Whichever form the schism takes, it announces a language unique to
itself and incommensurable either with the past or with the “normal” para-
digm or dominant standpoint. Furthermore, this “paradigm” event has a
paradigmatic form. Within sociology it appears that Kuhn’s “revolutionary
science” is normal, and a period of “normal science” would be revolution-
ary.

In literary criticism during the early 1960s a event similar to our
“paradigms” example occurred, when proclamations of the “new” and
claims for rebirth became the focus of much debate, including a series of
lectures by Frank Kermode entitled The Sense of an Ending:

When we survive, we make little images of the moments which have seemed like
ends; we thrive on epochs. Fowler observes austerely that if we were always quite
serious in speaking of “the end of an epoch” we should live in ceaseless transition;
recently Mr. Harold Rosenberg has been quite seriously saying that we do. Scholars
are devoted to the epoch. (Kermode, 1967, p. 7, emphasis added)

Kermode’s discussion highlights two points we explore here, namely,
that such claims are based on an apocalyptic ontology and that they
represent what can be described as “creative fictions”. We discuss these
points in turn.

I"HEY&"™ () H+(H&H,

Such arguments for “crises” and “breaks” in intellectual fields often pro-
claim an apocalyptic event in the world; they are, Kermode suggests, secular
versions of apocalyptic cosmology. A rupture or radical break with the past
is proclaimed: from the modern to the post-modern novel (world, condi-
tion, subject, etc.). This change in the object of study is held to require new
ideas, rendering all existing work obsolete. Thus, with the addition of each
new language, the object of study is said to have radically changed. Al-
though one should remember that this new portrayal of the field is likely to
be (and indeed was) contested, if it did become the dominant way of seeing
the field, the effects of these kinds of claims about “the new” would be to
restrict the epistemic community and intellectual focus of literary criticism
to the here and now. First, it sets the present adrift from the past, which



! "HEY&'Vo(1)*+! #-H H(I1H"10%H 1. +&(+ I 234!

I

567887198:;<8=1>1?@;A85B6!:;C6DAEFG56! @>:DH!>6!56:;<<86=CA>9IE! 75@ @8AJ
86D!:CIDCA8KI!)L8!;17!>67!DL8!E;C6B!M56!DL5=!8N><OI8H!DL;CBL!P8!:;CI7!>]=;!
9>=8!;CAI8N><0I8!;6!:[>==H!B8678AH!A>:8H!A8I5B5;6H!>67!=;!;6 Q!>A8!L8I7!D;!15DJ
8A>IIE! 56L.>95D! 75@ @8A86D! P;Al7=H! >67! >CDL;A=! @A;<! 98@;A8! DL8! OA;:I>5<87!
9A8>RI>A8!=>57!D;!L>S8!I5DDI8!D;!=>E!>9;CD!6;PK!!

,8::67H! DL5=! P>E!;@! ABOA8=86D56B! DL8! @5817! <>R8=!1;:>D5;6! 56! D5<8! ;Al
=;:5>11=0>:8/DL8!9>=5=!'@!R6;PI87B8!:I>5<=K!);! 7TA>P!DL8!1568!98DP886! ?DL8!
O>=DF!>67!?DL8!<;78A6F!M;A!?0;=DJ<;78A6FQ!56! DL5=!<>668A!6;D!;6IE!=8D=!
DL8!OA8=86D!>7A5@D! @A;<!DL8!O>=DH!5D!>|=;1=08:5>15=8=!DL8! OA8=86D! M;A! >D!
DL;=8!PL;! OA;:I>5<! DL8<=8158=!5D=! ABOA8=86D>D5S8=QK!";AH! >IDL;CBL!>! 68P!
P;AlI7!'5=!I OA;:[>5<87H! DL8! 9>=5=!:@! >::8==! D;! I8B5D5<>D8! R6;PI187B8! ;@! DL5=!
P;Al717:8=16;DI A8=578!56! OA;:87CA8=!=08:5>|5=87!9E! DL5=!68P!P;Al7!9CD! 56!
DL8!>95I5DE!;@!DL8!R6:PBAHXI68P!P;Al7!>D!>|IG5D!5=!L3i68P!
>6716;DIDL8!68P!P;AI7!PL5:L!@;A<=!DL8!9>=5=!:@!68P!R6;P187B8K!,;H!8>:L!
68P!R6;PBAH!P5DL!>IB>T8!=08:5>|5=87!9E!D5<8!>67!0|>:8H!9A56B=!>|;6B!>!68P!
>67!75@@8A86D!1>6BC>B8!>67!;9U8:D!;@!=DC7EK!'6!;DL8A!P;A7=H!8>:L'B868A>D5;6!
MO>A>75B<!;Al=D>670;56DQ!A8PA5D8=!DL8!P;Al7!56!5D=!;P6!5<>B8K!-AC:5>|!L8AS8!
5=1 DL8! 8<OL>=5=! O|>:87! ;6! DL8! =;:5>I! >67! D8<O;A>I! :;J;A756>D8=! :@! DL8!
=08:5>15=87! R6;PBAVE;C! >A8! 5=I <:A8! 5<O;AD>6DbIER! >A8!
75=:C==56BIA5>IR6;P8A!<;78!:@'I8B5D5<>D5;6K!

)L5=! R6;P8A! <;78! OA;918<>D5=8=! :;<<C65:>D5;6! 98DP886! 75@ @8A86D!
BA;CO=!:@'R6;P8A=!P5DL56!DL8! @58I7!M56! DL5=!:>=8!98DP886! O>=D!>67!0A8=86D
<8<98A=Q! A8=CID56B! 56! >! AB=DA5:D87! 805=D8<5:! :;<<C65DEK! WIDL;CBL! 8>:L!
=8B<86D!;AlI>6BC>B8!:@'DL8!R6;PI87B8!=DAC:DCAS8!5=!:;L8A87I9E!=L>A87!=;:5;J
:CIDCA>I! 75=0;=5D5;6=! MS>IC8=H! >=05A>D5;6=H! 98I58@=QH! :L8=5;6! >67!
:;<<C65:>D5;6! 98DP886! =8B<86D=! 5=! >D! 98=D! C6:8AD>56! >67! @ A>B5I8! M>67!
:@D86!<8A8IE!D>:D5:>IH!>=156!78@86:8!;@!DL8!86D5A8! @58I17'@A;<!8ND8A6>I!>DD>:
*8A8H!R6;P187B8!5=!>Il»tzl s R6,PI187B8!>67!6,DL56B!9CDK!'6!D8A<=!
:@!DL8!::6:80DC>I! @A><8P;ARH!DLS8!=;:5>[1A8I>D5:6=!:@!DL8! @58I7!>A8!=DA;6BIE!
1>==5@587! >67! =DA;6BIE! @A><87G8>:L! =8B<86D! ABOA8=86D=! >6! 805=D8<5:!
:<<C65DE! A8=DA5:D87!56! D5<8!>67!=0>:8K! ?06;P8A=F!>A8!|;:>D87! P5DL56! >!
D5BLDIE! 9;C6787! =8D! ;@! :;J;A756>D8=! =08:5@587! 9E! <8<98A=L50! :A5D8A5>H!
=80>A>D87! @A;<!DL8!O>=D!MDL8!O>=D!5=IDL>D!;@!DL8!7;<56>6D!;DL8A!;A!98@ ;A8
DL8!':AC:5>119A8>RQ! ;A! =8BA8B>D87! @A;<! :;6D8<0O;A>A58=!PL;! 7;! 6;D! =L>A8!
<8<98A=L50!:A5D8A5>KI!)L8!OA5S518B87!805=D8<5:!:;<<C65DEH!56!;DL8A!P;A7=H!
8NL595D=!=0>:8JD5<8!:;<OA8==5;6K!!

)L5=!:;<OA8==5;6!5=H!<;A8;S8AH!>I7TE6><5:I0A;:8==IPL5:LI<>E!@A>B<86D!

DL8! @58I7H!>=!DL8!:A5D8A5>! @;A!18B5D5<>D8! R6;P8A! <8<98A=L50!>A8!56L8A86DI
C6=D>9I18K!W!:L>A>:D8A5=D5:!:@! DL5=! @;A<!;:@!56D8II8:DC>I! @5817!5=15D=!D8678¢

1
1



170 TOWARDS A SOCIOLOGY OF PEDAGOGY
[

towards proliferation and fragmentation into ever-smaller knower commu-
nities. Indeed, Kermode’s starting point was Harold Rosenberg’s (1962)
description of The Tradition of the New—reports of the field’s rebirth were
occurring so often that it had become a tradition. With each new break
proclaimed, the new epistemic community of privileged knowers becomes
smaller, as each new knower brings a new object of study, with knower
membership defined by increasingly hyphenated descriptions of identity
and membership—to paraphrase Michael Ignatieff, a narcissism of ever
smaller differences. Thus the move to weaken grammar tends to recur epi-
sodically, breaking the knowledge structure down into its constituent parts
(see Maton, 2000b).

|
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The second point Kermode highlights is that claims of a major change in
the object of the study are presented as descriptions of the world.
However, as Kermode suggests, they are best understood as representing
changes in the conditions of some members of the intellectual field (the
new knowers), rather than changes in the condition of the world (compare
Singh 2000). A recent example is that of various “post” theories which
argue that society is undergoing space-time compression. The analysis
presented here suggests that such experiences reflect the situation of
members of specific intellectual fields rather than the world at large. As
Proust remarked, the one thing that does not change is that at any and
every time it appears that there have been “great changes”. Yet, as
Kermode puts it, “if we were always quite serious in speaking of ‘the end of
an epoch’ we should live in ceaseless transition” (Kermode, 1967, p. 7). In
other words, they are at best ctreative fictions, heuristic devices which
highlight specific developments, and should be approached with what
Kermode calls “clercly scepticism”. Representing these claims as facts
about the larger world is commiting what Bourdieu (2000) calls the
“schilasginduttaayr, . extremely difficult in intellectual fields undergoing such
attempted redescription to make this argument. The proclaimed change is
not itself the object of study; it is announced rather than hypothesised and
represents an article of faith, the doxa of the new knowers. The epistemic
relations between the language and the object of inquiry are weakly classi-
fied and framed—it is not the object which regulates the new language, but
the knower’s “gaze”, specialised by the “break”, which constructs the ob-
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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 znconsistency in his 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 scale in 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.? It represents an epistemic community with an extended
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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held to specialise the language (procedures) required to access knowledge
of the object, and this in turn is held to specialise knowers; that is, it is pos-
session of the specialist language which is the purported criterion for mem-
bership of the field and the means of inculcation into its principles of or-
ganisation. This knowledge mode of legitimation may be represented as

Object—>» Language —» Knower
(procedures)

where, as before, the arrows indicate the direction of specialisation and
regulation. This highlights two fundamental differences, to which we now
turn, based on the different roles played here by the epistemic relation and
social relation: the status of mathematicians’ creative fictions and of the
mathematical knower.

Invented worlds. As in literary criticism, mathematicians create fictions.
They have the freedom to invent problem-situations, where different
imagined mathematical worlds may exhibit different qualities (for example,
in some geometries, parallel lines converge at infinity, whilst in others they
do not) and may be designed precisely for that purpose. As the
mathematician Ronald Graham explains,

In so many areas of mathematics it seems natural or appropriate to create your
own mathematical world. You have a lot of choices. I want to consider structures
that have thus-and-such properties. I want this structure and not that one. (quoted
in Hoffman, 1998, p. 265)

The specialised languages of mathematics are specialised to these dif-
ferent problem-worlds, the nature of each problem regulating the form
taken by its procedures. However, mathematicians cannot explore these
wortlds just as they like. Once a problem is established, the parameters of
the problem and the criteria of its solution remain relatively constant: a
strong grammar. A “fiction” (problem or theoretical postulate) is con-
structed whose nature and criteria of solution are held to be intransitive.
Furthermore, certain kinds of procedures, values, and principles (such as
consistency) will hold constant whatever the nature of the problem. If a
theorem (in whichever problem “world” of maths) is demonstrated to be
inconsistent, then it just zs; its author cannot legitimately make ad hoc claims.
Andrew Wiles, for example, could not claim that although his first attempt
at solving Fermat’s Last Theorem was inconsistent in Cambridge it was



174 TOWARDS A SOCIOLOGY OF PEDAGOGY

!

consistent in Oxford, or that though inconsistent in 1993 it would be con-
sistent if Manchester United lost their next game. Mathematics has explicit
criteria whereby particular claims can, at the end of the day, be demonstra-
bly shown to be true or false, right or wrong, legitimate or illegitimate, to
transcend specific worlds and endure over time. In terms of legitimation,
the epistemic relation is thus strongly classified and strongly framed.

Mathematical knowers.! These explicit criteria are said to transcend
differences in the social and temporal co-ordinates of actors. Thus,
discoveries by men and women of genius in the intellectual field, once they
are established, can be used by people of no genius at all in a semi-
mechanical manner in order to obtain legitimate results (cf. Berlin, 2000, p.
25). In such a field, problem-situations may persist over centuries and span
the globe, previous work may be built upon and developed regardless of
context, and answers may be adjudicated and progress judged by anyone
sufficiently trained in the field’s specialised procedures. One’s claims to be
a specialised knower (one’s professional identity as a mathematician, a
Fermat’s theorem expert, etc.), one’s use of antecedent knowledge, and
one’s decisions as to the legitimacy of one’s own and others’ claims to new
knowledge—are all held to be motivated by purely “intellectual” (or
mathematical) considerations, themselves regulated by the specific problem
or object of inquiry. They thus focus on knowledge of specialised
procedures, which anyone may use, regardless of location in time and
space: The social relation of knowledge is one of relatively weak
classification and framing. Paradoxically, it is this, so to speak, partial
negation of history by the knowledge mode of legitimation that enables the
history of the discipline to remain alive. Rather than specific knowers being
locked into their socio-historical contexts, they remain active contributors
to the field’s current production—the past may be a foreign country, but it
is not an incommensurably different culture. The fact that Fermat, for
example, is one more Dead White European Male is deemed to be
irrelevant to the "#$% which his Last Theorem remained active within the
problem field of the discipline.” In other words, questions of who is a
specialist knower are said to be the domain of the epistemic relation rather
than of the social relation of knowledge.

This way of understanding an intellectual field thus generates a strong
grammar which enables both cumulative development of work over time
within each (problem-specialised) language and also communication be-
tween different languages. It is said, for example, that very few mathemati-

!
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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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overarching knowledge device. This represents, we believe, a crucial next
step for empirical and conceptual enquiry.

Similarly, though principles of legitimation are most immediately and
clearly expressed in the kind of languages of legitimation illustrated by the
literary criticism example, this is not to say they are absent elsewhere. Often
they are realised in and simply accepted as the routine activities of actors—
what could be termed zacit languages of legitimation (as illustrated here by
mathematics). In other words, whilst struggles over ownership of the
epistemic device are constant and ongoing, they often bubble under the
surface until such times as the field turns in upon itself. At such moments
of open conflict, they assume the form of intellectually developed positions
and become a major focus of interest and work within the field in their
own right, signalling a rearticulation (or at least sustained reappraisal) of the
principles of legitimation underlying the field. This opens up for
examination the question of why intellectual fields bubble over at specific
periddsally, this analysis indicates some intrinsic reasons for the lack of a
theory of knowledge which has characterised the NSE’s proclaimed sociol-
ogy of knowledge. Where grammar is strong, knowledge claims are in effect
being detached from their authors—iwho is speaking makes no difference to
whether or not what is being said is true (Gellner, 1974). It was precisely
the insistence upon this that enabled Western universities to free them-
selves from control by religious and political authorities, and enabled the
massive advance of secular critical rationalism at the beginning of the mod-
ern period. In a peculiarly contradictory move, those positions within hori-
zontal knowledge structures with the weakest grammars (voice and stand-
point theories, etc.) seck to reverse this and return to a new form of the
pre-modern (though relabelled “post-modern”) position where who knows is
what counts, not what is known or how (Maton, 2000c). When an intellectual
field is characterised by a very weak grammar and a knower mode of le-
gitimation, then the focus for its languages of legitimation becomes the
voices relayed by the epistemic device, rather than the nature of the relay
itself (cf. Bernstein, 1990, pp. 165-180). Knowledge is held to be nothing
but arbitrary; the non-arbitrary is erased. One reason why the “intrinsic fea-
tures” of knowledge have not been analysed within the sociology of educa-
tion is, thus, that they cannot be made visible within the cutrent condition
of the field; given a knower mode of legitimation, weak grammars cannot
see the epistemic device. However, to adapt a passage from Bernstein (1990,
p- 190), any sociology of knowledge should have a theory of the epistemic
device. Indeed such a theory could well be its necessary foundation and
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