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Based on Gary Werskey, we’re discussing three historical (Marxist?) 

movements in the critique of science, in the 30s-40s, the 70s-80s and 

the teensies-20s. But I’m very aware of how much the 70s setting, for 

me, was within a broad context of other movements - broadly ‘radical 

professional’ movements. In the majority these were in academia; that 

is, within intellectual disciplines. To a much lesser extent they were 

movements of professional/occupational disciplines outside of academia; 

radical midwives is the only one that comes immediately to mind 

(strongly driven by feminist radicalism).

One of the most important in my own ’story in (and outside) STS’ is a 

radical movement in history, as a research discipline and also as a 

more widespread practice of constructing present-day narratives. In the 

70s this movement had a major affect in the choices I made in my own 

professional and political life, and in the kinds of research and 

development (in skills and literacies, in narratives) that I began to 

see as being needed, as a young radical, socialist, wage-worker in the 

sphere of S&T work. To relate this to our ‘three movements’ frame, I 

might say that in the 70s there was a radical history movement that was 

just as important as ‘the second radical science movement’. And then, 

as a major condition of STS and radical science in China, I would say 

that as far as I am aware, China has not had a radical history movement 

of the same kind. If this is true, it bears rather strongly on your own 

ambitions to develop historical studies within STS in China, as part of 

a Third (or second?) movement, and also on the possibility of that 

movement itself. So, let me try to characterise this 70s radical 

history movement . . .

Broadly, it was about ‘history from below’; and specifically I would 

say that what influenced me was an emerging intention - within Left 

culture - to develop historical narratives of work and class, in every 

sphere of life including the sphere of ‘professional-managerial’ work 

and life. That was behind my Living Thinkwork of 1980. This intention 

was closely woven together with a commitment, emerging in the 60s as 

part of the New Left, to conceptualise and to cultivate ‘a common 

culture’. It was a commitment to a cultural and analytical formation in 

opposition to elite formations of ‘culture’ and ‘the arts’ which were 

regarded as preserves of educated middle class people, locked up in 

traditional institutions such as literature (‘good literature’, ‘the 

canon of literature’), ballet, the opera, classical music, and so on. A 

common culture was seen to include both established cultural 

institutions of working-class communities (clubs, political 
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associations, forms of music, stories, extended families, occupational 

communities, leisure habits, etc) and modern mass media (radio, film, 

music-hall, television, pop music, newspapers, pulp fiction). Raymond 

Williams was a major figure in this field. Even though he was a 

‘cultural’ scholar writing mainly about English literature, because of 

his status in the New Left (and because of a strong personal hunch 

about ‘cultural production’ containing science and technology) I took 

him as a major influence on my own development of theoretical/

analytical/narrative resources, for thinking about scientific and 

technological work. In time (during the 80s) these 60s approaches took 

an academic institutional form, as ‘cultural studies’, influenced 

particularly by Stuart Hall (another major New Left figure) and the 

Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies; and in its turn, ‘cultural 

studies’ was perhaps woven into STS when that formation began to 

develop in the 80s.

In the broad field of history in the 70s, there emerged oral history, 

organisations promoting worker writers (often autobiographical and 

community-oriented narratives by people without much formal education), 

labour history (labour movement history, diverse socialist formations, 

narratives of working-class lives and communities) and a wide range of 

‘history from below’ or ‘silent history’ genres (women, people of 

colour, sexual orientation, ethnic histories). ‘Community’ or ‘radical’ 

bookshops - established by local cultural entrepreneurs (writers, 

poets, artists, publishers, community activists) in many towns and all 

cities - were especially important in sponsoring these practices and 

communities of writing and reading. These were narratives of ‘digging 

where you stand’, intended to encourage and sustain politics of that 

kind.

In the late 60s, New Left Review commissioned a series of forty first-

person essays by working people of all kinds, published as Work (vols 1 

and 2), Penguin Books, edited by Ronald Fraser. These were a great 

influence on my path in the 70s, leading more or less directly to 

Living Thinkwork. Through the 70s, sociological field studies of 

working-class workplace life were published (eg Working for Ford by 

Hugh Beynon). There were related movements in the USA; books by Studs 

Terkel (a Chicago radio journalist) were similar collections of first-

person views of city life and work life ‘from below’. These were 

contemporary accounts, self-consciously aimed at building a new self-

conscious history? But the biggest influence on me was a ‘proper’ (past 

lives) historical work: EP Thompson’s Making of the English Working 

Class. Thompson - a third key figure in the New Left - told an exciting 

and dynamic story of working class intellectual and political 

formations emerging, around the turn of the 19th century, against 

consciously-opposing forces of the ruling class and emerging 

manufacturing class, and becoming part of both the texture of everyday 
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life and of explicitly radical, counter-hegemonic political and 

economic formations. He wrote of the class as ‘being present at its own 

making’. This gave me a powerful sense of being my story (as a boy from 

a working-class family and an industrial town) and of being a 

continuing story (as a member of an emergent class, the baby-boom 

generation of university-educated kids, entering professional-

managerial fields of wage-work). It was an invitation to be present at 

our making too, as some new liberation-oriented class formation, within 

that continuing story. In Living Thinkwork I wrote of “people like me” 

not having written accounts like this, travelogues and maps of a ‘long 

march through the institutions’ in this class landscape. Starting when 

I was around 25 years old, that was a very self-conscious historical 

frame for my own ‘career’ as a wage-worker, organic intellectual, 

socialist activist.

Gary Werskey’s history of ‘the first movement’ wasn’t radical in any of 

these ways. It was solid, perceptive, Mertonian, academic history-of-

science (focused on a ‘radical’ phenomenon), well-grounded in newly-

available, unexplored source material. But it was directly important to 

me as a pre-history for my own life as a politicised ex-engineering 

graduate around 1970. It told a story of an emerging (I would now say, 

Fordist) class formation in a generation preceding my own, part of the 

wider formation of the (Fordist) welfare state into which I was born, 

and which directly gave me the means of entry to higher education, 

employment in a professionalised field and, eventually, doctoral and 

post-doctoral academic research practice. It also showed me a story of 

sectional interests that seemed radical (oppositional) in their day 

but, within a generation, had become absorbed into the forces of 

cultural production in post-war capitalism, with the rise to prominence 

of a new sector of intellectually-skilled wage-work - the R&D 

establishment. During the 70s I learned to see this as ‘the 

professional managerial class’ (Ehrenreich & Ehrenreich).

Through the 70s there was continuing debate on the Left - promoted for 

example by Andre Gorz - about . . . ‘the new working class’, 

‘technocracy’, ‘deskilling’, the proletarianisation of scientific and 

technical workers, workers’ self-management in science, Illich’s 

account of the destruction of ‘convivial’ society and vernacular 

knowledge through the state-enforced dominance of professionalised 

forms of understanding and public-service delivery. And so on. Gary’s 

historical presentation of ‘the first radical science movement’ 

provided a natural background for this lived experience of class 

formation and re-formation, which was taking place - and being actively 

puzzled about - during my own young-adult years in the 70s. ‘Radical 

science’ was simply one response to this widespread experience, taking 

flight from evidence of specific moments of ‘science’ in the forces of 

production of post-war capitalism: the developing arsenal of chemical, 

Page !  of !3 5



2018 07 17 - 6 The second radical history movement

biological and nuclear weapons, the US/Soviet space race and US 

imperialist war in Vietnam (and their ‘spin off’ in civil innovation 

and domestic tech), pollution of natural environments, ecological 

disruption and extinction of species, and a crisis around oil.

Marx’s pioneering study of ‘machinery and manufacture’ in Capital vol 1 

- taken up enthusiastically by neo-Marxist ‘labour process’ reading 

groups of socialist economists in the early 70s - was a natural and 

obvious part of this ongoing historical framing of the present-day (by 

now, post-Fordist) 70s. And when Schumpeter/Kondratiev models of long-

waves/technological paradigms and capitalist crisis emerged in the 

science policy field (Freeman, Perez) this was kind-of obvious too - 

partly, because the First radical science movement (which through 

Bernal had founded that R&D discipline) had argued for the purposeful, 

whole-hearted adoption of practices of this kind, by the State.

What I’m trying to give is a sense of how diverse and taken for granted 

- in my part of the Left, in the 70s - were these interwoven narratives 

of . .

– history (alive and ongoing today and yesterday, ‘from below’)

– work (wage work, ‘mental and manual’ work, paid and unpaid work, the 

experience of being a worker ‘at work’)

– class (ongoing and recomposing and being actively constructed by my 

own radical generation) and

– capital, capitalist crisis and the struggle to develop counter-

hegemonic, ‘prefigurative’ formations in the forces of cultural and 

economic production, through actions of PMC radicals.

History as an intellectual field was absolutely part of this. And as 

far as I am aware there is no movement of an equivalent kind in 

present-day China. Am I mistaken about this? In Britain there would 

have been no radical science movement without the deeper, secular, 

radical movement in approaches to history, culture and class. So can 

there be a radical/responsible science movement in China, without an 

equivalent cultural and scholarly movement? You’ve described Chinese 

scholars - in history of science as in other fields - as having 

retreated into the safety of academic disciplines again, after the 

rehabilitation of academic life in the 80s. I have a picture of history 

of science being stuck on Needham and Bernal - the scholarly historical 

genres of ‘the first radical science movement’ in the West - and on 

forms of thought and academic practice around DoN (Dialectics of 

Nature) that are two or three generations old (but hybridised now with 

STS to a point where they are barely ‘Marxist’ at all?). I have a hunch 

that there may be veneration of folk traditions and of ancient times 

(safely in the far Imperial past) and a broadly ‘archaeological’ stance 
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that resonates with a Chinese (Han) sense of being a civilisation going 

far back in time, where regional, ethnic minorities have a problematic 

- or romanticised? - status. But I have no sense that there may be a 

radical history movement developing in China in its current capitalist 

revolution, anything like that of Britain in the 70s, in ‘the white 

heat of the technological revolution’ and the formation of the second 

(post-Fordist) generation of the professional-managerial class. Being 

the ‘second’ movement makes a lot of difference? How might China be 

involved in ‘a third’?

Perhaps in China there’s a need to build a formation across cultural 

studies (where Raymond Williams, for example, is seen as only as an 

aesthetic scholar, not an associationist socialist, theorising everyday 

political and cultural literacy within capitalism and modernism), 

historian-anthropologists of everyday life and work and migration in 

the country and in the city, past and present, scholars of radical or 

‘responsible’ science and innovation in STS, and various emergent 

‘hacker’ or ‘people’s science’ communities. Perhaps, even community 

publishers and bookshops too? I understand that grassroots enterprises 

of any kind, supporting the economic and cultural needs of migrant 

labour communities, are bulldozed when migrants are directed (by the 

The Centre) to move to other locations; and having lost all their 

economic and cultural capital find themselves, perhaps, back in the 

regions, where the old rural forces of cultural production (for 

example, schooling) have fallen apart? You’ve spoken of ‘educated 

farmers’ as a significant cultural formation, and I wonder how this 

piece of the jigsaw fits in. Whatever, ‘the country and the city’ (the 

title of one of Raymond Williams’ most fascinating and fluent books) is 

a major element of the historical and cultural landscape of present-day 

China; and thus, of the possibility of a radical movement in historical 

and cultural literacy that might drive a ‘radical’ science.
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