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correspondence

David Kaye-Mike Hales correspondence 

From: mike hales 
Sent: 13 April 2018 7:05 PM 
To: david kaye 
Subject: life & times of BSSRS 

Hi David/ 

I hope you don’t mind me contacting you. I don’t think you and I have met. Dot Griffiths gave 
me your address. 

Your 1986 OU essay ’The life & times of BSSRS' has come to light and I wonder whether you’re 
open to expanding on your background to it, and maybe some of the things you address in it? 
I’m asking on behalf of a Chinese colleague, Lucy (Lu) Gao, who's a historian in the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences and has been researching BSSRS for a year or two. She discovered your 
essay in the Science Museum archive and photographed it to take back to Beijing. Lucy and I 
have an intermittent conversation around BSSRS and 70s radical science. 

D’you happen to have the essay in a digital version? Lucy’s digital images aren’t proving easy 
to get from Beijing to Brighton - DropBox is not available to her. 

I guess I’m curious for myself also. I was a BSSRS member (in Brighton) but Radical Science 
Journal and the Conference of Socialist Economists were more my field of engagement; and in 
the 80s I was caught up in technology-related things in ‘the Livingstone GLC’. The past couple 
of years, I’ve found a lot of ‘legacy’ stuff arising: BSSRS, CSE, GLC. Lucy isn’t the only twenty- 
or thirty-something who seems to want to understand more about 70s radical science in a 
present-day context. <snip> 

Kind regards 
/mike 

=== 
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correspondence

From: David Kaye 
Sent: 17 April 2018 4:08 PM 
To: 'mike hales' 
Subject: RE: life & times of BSSRS 

Dear Mike 

I will try and answer your questions and I am quite happy for you or Lucy to come back to me 
for further information. 

I wrote this essay as my final piece of work for my Open University BA degree. I had put 
together a degree that was as much as possible in the history and philosophy of science and 
technology as I could manage. I was then (and still am) very politically active (on the left) and 
wanted to make connections between my political activism and science. As far as I re-call I 
had become aware of BSSRS and at the same time was interested in the work of Bernal and the 
connection between communism and science and generally in the broad argument about the 
'neutrality' of scientific discovery and invention. So I did an investigation into science and 
politics as my final undergrad thesis. I did at the time have an ambition to research further 
into science policy, but that came to nothing. 

I must admit I have not located my own copy of 'Life and Times of BSSRS' yet - so this is all 
from memory. This answers one of your other questions - as far as I am aware it does not exist 
in digital form. In fact I am intrigued that Lucy found it in the Science Museum archive - which 
I knew nothing about! 

I was not active in BSSRS before researching and writing this paper, but became involved in the 
organisation after this - and in fact was part of the final committee that wound-up BSSRS as an 
active organisation. I had been working at the GLC for some time, and was there until 
abolition - my final work being in one of the grants units - happy days! I was not active in the 
radical science movement in the 70s - I was in political theatre! 

I was never a scientist - but my interest in the political analysis of science, via its history, took 
a sideways step into the history of mathematics which led towards the career I had from 1990 
in adult numeracy, as teacher and then as a teacher trainer. I am now retired (almost) but very 
active both politically and through ALM (see below). 

I will find my copy of the essay and remind myself of the details. I am happy to correspond 
with you and Lucy and more than happy to help Lucy's research. 

Best wishes 
David 

=== 
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correspondence

From: mike hales 
To: David Kaye 
Cc: Lu Gao 
Sent: Thursday, 26 April 2018, 9:00 
Subject: Re: life & times of BSSRS 

Dear David/ 

I’m glad to have your reply, thank you <snip>. Thank you for agreeing to be in contact with 
Lucy - copied in to this email. Over to you Lucy! <snip> 

PS: In the 80s, like you I was at the GLC, in Industry and Employment. Thus for me radical 
science was largely radical technology, first in the context of local economic development 
(80s) and later in the development of worker-designed corporate IT infrastructures (90s). The 
bridge was via the Lucas Aerospace shop stewards’ alternative corporate plan (70s).  
   My practice in the later 70s was industrial (trade-union activism, chemical industry), a 
different setting from others in Radical Science Journal, closer perhaps to the Hazards stream 
of BSSRS activism. But there was always a strong dimension of left-economics and labour-
process too (conference of socialist economists, ‘Living Thinkwork'), which brought me into I&E 
at the GLC and took me in the 90s into an innovation-management research group at the 
University of Brighton. <snip> I have a mixture of papers on ResearchGate too, if that is a 
platform that you have access to? One short paper is a reflection on Brian Easlea, 70s figure in 
British radical science, and on the broad ‘feel’ of 70s activism. 

=== 

On 26 Apr 2018, at 12:00, DAVID KAYE wrote: 

Dear Mike 

<snip> Interesting that we were organising in parallel during the 70s and 80s, interacting with 
all the key developments, but in very different ways. 

Interesting that a recent Masters has been written about BSSRS. Are you aware that a group of 
key members of BSSRS have been working with the Wellcome Foundation to establish a BSSRS 
archive? This was why I was surprised that my article was in a collection at the Science 
Museum. 

=== 
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correspondence

From: mike hales 
Subject: Re: life & times of BSSRS 
Date: 26 April 2018 at 20:08:19 BST 
To: DAVID KAYE 
Cc: Lu Gao 

Thanks for offering to send a hard copy David, when the document surfaces. I can digitise it 
here at home, and make a pdf to share with you and Lucy (and the BSSRS/Wellcome archive?). 

Yes, I’m aware of the BSSRS/Wellcome archive project. That’s pretty much what put me into 
baby-boomer legacy mode, 2-3 years ago. Given the GLC background, however, I currently find 
myself very much focused in a legacy project arising from the work of Robin Murray (I&E 
director at the GLC in the 80s), in ‘Making the civil economy’ - a convergence of anti-
capitalist, post-Statist, pro-environment, pro-commons, post-post-Fordist, radical technology, 
‘organic intellectual’, Corbynista movements and interests. Sorry for the jargon! It’s hard to 
use ordinary English for these strange new configurations? 

Best wishes / mike 

PS: FYI I attach the Brian Easlea article. I wonder if this view looks at all like your 70s 
landscape? 

=== 

On 27 Apr 2018, at 17:36, David Kaye wrote: 

Hello Mike 

I have found my paper and made a copy for you. Where shall I send it? I note that I have 
referenced your book 'Science or Society?' in the paper. 

There seem to be many ways on looking back onto the 70's and 80's politics. I must admit quite 
a lot of the time as issues arise I feel they were something we had already fought and to some 
extent won - but obviously we have not taken enough care to protect those gains. I am also 
struck by the feebleness of the opposition - the idea of industrial occupations seems now to be 
fantasy land - yet they did happen. But if course the significance of industry in the economy so 
different . . . 

One thing I noticed in your piece about Brian Easlea was a mention of the art / science mix 
which was my motivation, before it became more overtly political. 

I am still getting used to thinking about this again. 

Best wishes 
David 
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=== 

From: mike hales 
Subject: Re: life & times of BSSRS 
Date: 17 May 2018 at 19:04:09 BST 
To: David Kaye 

Hi David/ 

I have pressing current work in hand (convening a reading/discussion group at LSE, with GLC 
roots among other things, and an orientation towards the present movement for ’the 
commons’ as an economic framework - including Open Knowledge commons, and 'grassroots 
science') but today I was able to clear an hour or two to read your dissertation. I’m glad your 
piece of work has surfaced, because it seems to me to survey BSSRS neatly in a way I haven’t 
seen anything else do, drawing directly on BSSRS publications and ephemera, and staying close 
to the core actors. Thank you for finding it and sending a copy.  

I feel your dissertation stands helpfully alongside other reviews, including Gary Werskey’s 2007 
*Science as Culture* article (you may not have seen this? <http://human-nature.com/science-
as-culture/werskey.html> with its committed Marxian/radical science stance, and a recently 
published book which you won’t have seen yet. This is a 2017 Master’s thesis by Zac Bharucha, 
now available from Amazon: The Radical Science Movement in the UK 1968-78 - Struggles 
against the impact of capitalist ideology on science, technology and the social relations of 
science <https://www.amazon.co.uk/Radical-Science-Movement-1968-78-capitalist/dp/
1984253034/ref=la_B006VAOY9Q_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1525961571&sr=1-1> 

Zac’s thesis is more philosophical and ideas-oriented, with less political nous than yours, so the 
two may be useful side by side. Zac also goes beyond BSSRS and RSJ, to include the Radical 
Technology formations (Peter Harper provided resource material and interviews for the 
research; I did also). This is helpful because at the present time it seems that the RT branch 
has sustained an activist, practical existence (indeed, a range of new livelihoods in service 
provision, and actual innovations) better than radical science has done (the latter has 
dissolved into STS, and become an academic trans-discipline - not a great outcome, I feel, but 
unsurprising). 

I haven’t yet scanned or OCR'd your document but I hope I can get to that fairly soon now 
<snip> D’you have any thoughts about wider circulation? For example - in addition to Lucy in 
Beijing, a couple of younger people in the UK interested in BSSRS, etc? The BSSRS archive at 
the Wellcome Foundation? Online somewhere for wider availability? 

Thanks once more for providing the hard copy. 

Best wishes 
/mike 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kaye 1986 - bssrs

I INTRODUCTION 

1 Preamble 

This essay will look at the development of ideas in the radical science 

movement, particularly during the 1970's.

The focus of the study will be the British Society tor Social 

Responsibility in Science, hereafter called BSSRS.

However, to place BSSRS in its intellectual environment I will 

initially look at some of the historical antecedents particularly in 

the 1930's - and the cultural background out of which BSSRS grew, and 

will conclude with a brief review of the main debates that currently 

surround BSSRS.

It is tempting to develop this study into a pure history of ideas. 

However, I have avoided that. What will be examined is the role that 

one small organization has played in the development of ideas about 

science and society.

2 Definitions 

(i) Science and Society

I take this to mean any study, activity or organization that looks at 

science as some form of human / cultural/social activity, rather than 

as a collection of facts and techniques available for use like a box of 

tools.

It does not imply allegiance to a particular political or ideological 

position, but it does imply some social awareness of the affects of 

scientific activity.

The phrase is sometimes used in a more specific sense to describe 

collectively the campaigning work of the liberal, socialist and 

communist scientists of the 1930's.

[1]

In this context the phrase used is the 'Science and Society Movement'.
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(ii) Radical Science

I use this term as an umbrella description to cover a wide range of 

divergent views and groups concerned with science and its relationships 

in, with and to society, that fall on the left of the politicial 

spectrum.

As well as seeing science as a cultural activity, the radical science 

movement holds the view that science is neither neutral nor value free.

Adherents to radical science can be found amongst marxists, anarchists, 

those in the alternative and appropriate technology movements, anti-

nuclear and peace campaigners and those active in the environment and 

ecology campaigns, though not all who adhere to any one or more of 

these groups will necessarily be part of the radical science movement.

Radical science activity will be found linked to community, tenants, 

work-place, anti-racist and women's organizations.

Bob Young of the Radical Science Journal Collective uses a definition 

that stresses the anti-authoritarianism and political action aspects of 

the radical science movement (Young, 1986 p 1).

I feel that, in general, the term can be used more broadly than that.

(iii) Anti-Science

This term I use particularly for the body of opinion that rejects the 

pre-eminence of science, its methods

[2]

and resultant technology. It is a term that can include those who wish 

to place other means of discovering the 'truth' - such as meditation - 

alongside science, and giving all methods equal weight and validity. 

(See, for example, Paul Feyerabend's Science in a Free Society pp 

73-107.) Anti-science can also include those who do not attack science 

academically or theoretically but choose to find a life-style that 

avoids or ignores the currently science-based society in which we live.

(iv) Science

Finally, I feel I should explain my use of the word ‘’science'. I am 

not going to attempt a definition; my use is as specific or as vague as 

any of my sources. However, it shall be understood that, though I only 

use the word "science' , ! understand that word to include all aspects 

of applied science, technological innovation, engineering and medicine 
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as well as academic, industrial and military, scientific research 

unless a more limited definition is given in or by the context.

[3]
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II HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

1 The 1930's Science and Society Movement 

The development in the 1930's of an active science and society movement 

is important for two reasons. Firstly, it places the activities of 

BSSRS into an historical perspective, providing a tradition on which to 

build: secondly, it raises issues on the ideology and politics of 

science that still need to be discussed when the inter-relationships 

between science and society are considered. The evidence for there 

being links between the two periods is strong.

Four of the most important participants in the 30's movement - Bernal, 

Hogben, Levy and Needham - put their names to the document that 

initiated the formation of BSSRS (Werskey, 1978 p 325).

BSSRS itself organized a meeting in November 1981 to commemorate the 

most significant event in the development of the 1930's science and 

society movement. This was the visit in 1931 of a high powered 

delegation of Soviet Union Scientists and historians of science to the 

Second International Congress of the History of Science and Technology 

(see SFP 51 and Werskey, 1978 pp 138-149).

The ‘Soviet Delegation' of eight came at short notice, led by Bukharin, 

at that time still a senior member of the Soviet scientific community 

(though expelled by Stalin from the Politburo) (Goldsmith, 1980 p 55). 

Of the various addresses presented to the Congress by the Soviet 

delegation

[4]

that by Hessen on Newton and the 'new physics' of 17th century is 

regarded as the most influential.

Hessen reviewed the problems that existed for merchants of the 16th and 

17th centuries in extending trade, improving weapon and defence systems 

and developing industry. He quite deliberately identifies these changes 

with the growth of the newly developing class of capitalist bourgeoisie 

out of the feudal classes of the middle ages. He goes on to show that 

Newton's 'Principia' proposes solutions to various problems in 

ballistics, hydrostatics and hydrodynamics. His conclusion is that 

Newton's discoveries were directly stimulated by - and an answer to - 

the problems that had long been troubling the navigator, gunsmith and 

instrument-maker and, in turn, the merchants who employed them. 

Newton's solutions were ultimately theoretical, but clearly linked to 

solving practical problems (Hessen, 1931).
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This analysis deeply influenced some of those attending the Congress 

who were already beginning to have a left perspective on politics in 

general. The contribution by Hessen, particularly, showed that 

scientific discovery had a very different basis to that normally 

assumed by historians of science. Hessen's paper made the point quite 

clearly that social and economic circumstances prepared the scientific 

environment for theoretical discoveries. It set the puzzle to be 

solved. Traditional history of science (and it is still found today) 

saw science progressing from detailed investigation for its own sake, 

and inspired genius

[5]

finding the new answers. The Times Literary Supplement at the time 

could say of the Soviet delegation's papers 'The writers have no 

conception of devotion to science simply tor the sake of 

science.’ (quoted in Werskey, p146). The only link that traditional 

history of science saw between science and society is that scientific 

discoveries may ultimately be used by others for technological and 

economic development. In some ways this view seems to see doing science 

a little like writing a poem. You do it because you feel like it. If 

someone later wants to use it for a song or a slogan, that's up to 

them.

Joseph Needham, who attended the Congress (and is still a member of 

BSSRS), had begun to write a history of science; his work till that 

time had been in the traditional style. Within three years he had 

adopted the approach suggested by Hessen, where the social, political 

and economic changes are seen to influence the development of 

scientific ideas (Werskey, p 147).

Another scientist deeply influenced by the Soviet intervention in 1931 

was JD Bernal, who soon after visited the Soviet Union in a group of 

British scientists organised by J G Crowther (Goldsmith 1980, p 60). 

Bernal had already become committed to a socialist perspective whilst 

at Cambridge in the 20's. He remained an indefatigable defender of the 

Soviet Union and its scientific development throughout his life.

Bernal combined his commitment to both science and socialism by 

examining how science relates to society and

[6]

how science can be used by society. Bernal's major work on this is The 

Social Function of Science, first published in 1939. In this book 

Bernal argues very strongly for much increased governmental and 

industrial investment in science and more control and planning of 

science by governmental organisations.
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The suggestions along these lines take up the bulk of the book and do 

show quite clearly Bernal's total faith, at the time, that science is a 

progressive force and combined with socialist organisation will bring 

the world and its people to a better way of life. The development of 

this theory is explained fully by Werskey and he uses the term 

‘Bernalism' (Werskey, p 190) to define this combined use of science and 

communism. Though not taking on board the communism of Bernal, the 

present majority position in the British Labour Party links social 

improvements directly to the increased use of scientific expertise 

(see, for example, Dalyell, 1983).

There are other themes suggested in The Social Function of Science that 

it is useful to note. Bernal discusses the inter-relationships between 

science and scientists and other aspects of society. He states: 

“. . . to a large extent science has become detached from popular 

consciousness and the result is very bad for both. It is bad for 

people at large partly because living in an increasingly man-made 

world they are gradually falling behind in their lives . . . But 

it is also very bad for science

[7]

the absence of popular understanding, interest and criticism 

reinforces in the scientist the already dangerous tendency to 

mental isolation . . . The isolation is that of science, not of 

the scientist." (Bernal, 1939 p 88)

He also speaks of scientists and politics and states "Up till now, from 

the point of view of both economic and political rulers, scientists 

have been, and have been considered to be, neutral. They were supposed 

not to concern themselves with the results of their work as long as 

their pay for continuing it was forthcoming . . . It is not easy to get 

away from the attitudes of neutrality to one of responsibility without 

endangering these advantages . . .“ (Bernal, 1939 p 402). This is a 

particularly interesting statement in which Bernal uses the word 

'responsibility' in contrast to 'neutrality' and this is something we 

should remember in the choice of name by those who founded the British 

Society for Social Responsibility in Science. Bernal goes on to discuss 

science as a political force - “Science must appear as an ally, and not 

as an enemy, of all those who are striving to achieve social justice, 

peace and liberty.

Indeed, the aid of science may prove decisive in the struggle which is 

only just beginning between progressive and reactionary forces in the 

world.". Written in the late thirties, this is referring to the growth 

of the extreme Right in Europe. Bernal saw the need for science to be 

used to defeat Fascism.
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Throughout the thirties, Bernal had been

[8]

associated with the Cambridge Scientists Anti-War Group. To some extent 

this was a bit of a misnomer as much of its activity was concerned with 

arguing for the need to fight Fascism, if possible to avoid war, and to 

properly defend the people of Britain in the event of war (see Werskey, 

pp 423-234 and Goldsmith, pp 90-92). Bernal, in fact, went on to hold a 

curious - though important - official position where he could use 

scientific research to help the war effort (Goldsmith, pp 92-123). In 

the war, Bernal, to some extent, found the resources that he had argued 

for made available to science. In many ways, the Second World War led 

to the development of scientific resources that exist today. It would 

seem that Bernal realised that all he had hoped for may not be quite as 

he wished. Above all else, he argued for the need to encourage 

scientific developments for the good of humanity, and points to the 

ways in which the capitalist organisation of society restricts such 

development. In 1960 he could say "A prophet can so easily be deflated 

by the fulfilment of his prophecies. I feel very much the same in 

relation to myself." (quoted in Goldsmith, p 76).

2 Developments in the 50's and 60’s 

The scene is now partly set for the formation of BSSRS, but a brief 

survey of other ideas needs to be added to those of Bernal and the 

thirties.

During the 50's and 60's the overt political activity of working 

scientists is not significant. If anything, it is retrogressive. For 

example, the development

[9]

of the Association of Scientific Workers (in which Bernal had been very 

active) retreated from its trade union links and emphasised its 

professional aspects. It is, perhaps, because such an outlet for 

political activity became closed to radical and left-wing scientists, 

that such an organisation as BSSRS became necessary.

The political activity of the thirties was eclipsed by a combination of 

three factors; the increasing recognition given to scientific 

development in the capitalist West, the distorted political and 

international relationships created by the Cold War and Stalinism, and 

the tendency for the politically active scientists of the thirties to 

take on senior positions in the scientific establishment, (even if 

still holding left-wing views personally).

In the 1960's a lot of new ideas began to surface. Many of these were 

seen in changes in fashion, in music and in social morals (see, for 
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example, Booker, 1969). At the Same time a number of intellectual ideas 

were emerging that were important to science and society.

In scientific methodology there had been the publications of Karl 

Popper's work in the late fifties and then Thomas Kuhn's The Structure 

of Scientific Revolution in 1962. The debate between these two produced 

much interest in the process of scientific discovery and therefore 

began to focus attention more on the activity of science rather than 

just the results.

Though not dealing with science and society issues, this debate led to 

others questioning the

[10]

“reductionist experimental" method (Science Bulletin 22, p 8).

At the same time there was a growing awareness of the damage being done 

to the environment, to food production and to psychological stability 

from the dependence of society on high technology. Silent Spring by 

Rachel Carson, was also published in 1962, the same year as Kuhn's 

book. Carson points to the use of large quantities of chemicals, such 

as fertilizers and insecticides that are slowly poisoning parts of the 

food chain and upsetting the balance of eco-systems. This was one 

expression of an anti-technology world view that led many to look for 

alternative life-styles of a pre-industrial revolution style.

Also, there were influences coming from the discoveries within science 

itself, particularly the 'new physics' of quantum mechanics. This is 

not the place to discuss the philosophical points that quantum 

mechanics raises but it is important to note that it was another 

element that raised questions about the status of scientific thought. 

For example, Fritjof Capra, a high energy physicist, explains the 

effect on himself as follows:

”My life was decisively influenced by the two revolutionary trends 

of the 1960's, one operating in the social sphere, the other in 

the spiritual domain. In my first book, The Tao of Physics, I was 

able to make a connection between the spiritual revolution and my 

work as a physicist. At the same time, I believed that the 

conceptual shift in modern physics also had important social

{11}

implications. Indeed, at the end of the book I wrote: ‘I believe 

that the world-view implied by modern physics is inconsistent with 

our present society, which does not reflect the harmonious 

interrelatedness we observe in nature. To achieve such a state of 

dynamic balance, a radically different social and economic 

structure will be needed: a cultural revolution in the true sense 
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of the word. The survival of our whole civiiization may depend on 

whether we can bring about such a change.'" (Fritjof Capra, 1982 

p xx).

3 War 

Finally, we should note that war and the use of science in developing 

weapons also contributed to the formation of BSSRS. In the early 30's 

socialist scientists had strong links with the anti-war movements (e.g. 

Cambridge scientists Anti-War Group). However, with the growth of 

Fascism, many socialists saw the need to contribute to the physical 

opposition of fascists, in war, if necessary. When the Second World War 

ended with the use of nuclear bombs, scientists were stunned and 

initially the reaction served to reinforce the claims of the neutrality 

of science, to give some moral protection to scientists from feeling 

responsible for the 'atomic bomb' (Roses, SFP 22 p 13).

During the 1950's the scientists on the left turned again to anti-war 

organisation, this time in the form of CND. The final link to the 

formation of BSSRS was the

[12]

exposure given to the use of chemical and biological weapons by the USA 

in the Vietnam War, which once again forced Scientists to look at the 

responsibility of science in providing such means of destruction.

4 Conclusion 

At the end of the 1960's there exists the tradition of the 1930's 

socialist scientists looking to use science for the benefit of all, a 

broad questioning of the philosophical and methodological base of 

scientific practice and the growth of popular, radical politics that 

overturns many traditional views. Cutting across all three, is the 

moral question of using scientific expertise for warfare. These factors 

lead to the formation of BSSRS which we will now look at in more 

detail.

[13]
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III HISTORY OF BSSRS 

1 Introduction 

The British Society for Social Responsibility in Science was founded on 

19 April, 1969 at a meeting held at the Royal Society (see Appendix 2). 

An information sheet was produced the same month which was the 

forerunner of BSSRS's regular publications - news-sheets, Science for 

People Magazine and the Internal Bulletin. The front page (see Appendix 

3) gave the names of the officers and members of the first ad hoc 

committee: Steven Rose as Vice-Chairman, Prof. E. Burhop as Treasurer, 

Hilary Rose as Editor and Jonathan Rosenhead on working groups.

It is tempting to set down a chronological history of events, meetings 

and decisions, and then return to the political and ideological 

content. However, this may result in losing a connection between the 

events and changing political outlook. It may also tend to give the 

appearance that there were set views, battling for ascendancy, which 

would appear not to be the case. There was a very wide range of views 

developing and inter-relating, using BSSRS as battleground, referee and 

scaffolding. I will look at BSSRS in time sections and integrate both 

organisational events and political disputes in an attempt to 

illustrate the growth and development of the Society. For ease of 

reference, a brief chronological chart is attached as Appendix 1.

To conclude this introduction, I think it is useful to quote from David 

Dickson and Hugh Saddler, both of whom worked for BSSRS, both writing 

about 3 1/2 years after BSSRS was founded:

[14]

“After two years in the role of General Secretary, I still found 

the question 'What exactly is BSSRS trying to do?' one of the most 

difficult to answer. This was not for lack of an adequate supply 

of noble sounding phrases usually incorporating some permutation 

or combination of the words "science', ‘benefit', 'mankind', 

'scientists' and ‘socially responsible’, but resulted from the 

difficulty of conveying some sense of the reality that lies behind 

this cocktail party language.”

(Dickson, SFP 18 p 7).

”I always find it very difficult to pin down BSSRS for a casual 

inquirer by identifying in a couple of sentences just what we have 

done and what we are doing. This is of course frustrating, but it 

is also most heartening because it reflects the diverse and 

widespread range of activities with which the Society is 

associated. BSSRS is not a monolithic organisation operated by a 
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small clique in London; it is a movement with groups all over the 

country involved in a great variety of issues.”

(Saddler, SFP 18 p 8).

I hope in the history that follows that a flavour of what BSSRS was, is 

and can be, will become clearer for everyone.

2 Conception, Birth and Early Trauma (1968-1970) 

It is generally agreed (see, for example, Rosenhead, SFP 43/44 p 23; 

Roses SFP 23 p 6; Werskey, p 325; Young, RSJ 11 p 33) that the fusion 

of political activity in the 60's and the growing concern about the use 

of scientific knowledge

[15]

in the Vietnam War was first seen in a conference held in February 1968 

on Chemical and Biological Warfare (CBW). Hilary and Steven Rose tell 

us that this conference itself had a precursor in a meeting organised 

jointly with ‘Angry Arts' at the London Roundhouse. This firmly places 

the conception of BSSRS into the melee of radical and alternative ideas 

of the 1960's. We should remember that this was the period when anti-

Vietnam War demonstrations were at their height; university politics 

was at a high level of activity, with the occupation of the London 

School of Economics in 1967, followed by many more in 1968; and in 1968 

the French student and left trade union movements brought a near 

revolution situation to Europe.

Jonathan Rosenhead points out (though the Roses do not) that the CBW 

conference was largely organised by Steven Rose. Even so, the Roses 

say: “In general, the style of the meeting was sedate and highly 

professional" (SFP 23 p 6). Rosenhead continues the story by saying 

that out of this conference "some of us began discussing the needs for 

an organisation which could highlight . . . issues of science and 

society". The first meeting that was minuted was held on 25 July, 1968: 

the purpose was "to discuss the formation of a society concerned with 

the moral and ethical responsibilities of the scientist". At this stage 

there begins to develop a difference of opinion "as to whether an 

activist or more reflective stance was appropriate". The activists, 

according to Rosenhead, won. The launch of the new society was now 

prepared and the following procedure was followed:

[16]

”Two Nobel laureates agreed to write a letter to the ‘hundred or 

so key scientists'. The resulting 83 supporters included 52 

professors, 44 FRS's, 4 knights, 2 lords, 1 dame and an earl. 

Ayer, Bernal, Lawrence, Bragg, Crick, Julian Huxley and Russell 

were among them.”

(Rosenhead, SFP 43/44 p 23).
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The organisational base was at this stage about 50 people and about 300 

people attended the inaugural meeting in April 1969. The membership of 

the Society "grew rapidly towards the 1,000 mark" (op cit SFP 43/44 

p 23). The first bulletin produced in April was rough and ready, but by 

No. 2 the quality of production was greatly improved. This 'Newsheet' 

was edited jointly by Hilary Rose and David Dickson who both continued 

to be important contributors to the debate on science and society. The 

early 'Newsheet' was produced as a saleable publication at a cost of 6d 

(24 new pence) with a print run of 2,000, produced bi-monthly 

('Newsheet' 5). In 'Newsheet' 3, August/September 1969, the inaugural 

meetings of local groups in West Midlands, Liverpool, Imperial College, 

Cambridge, Edinburgh and Burnley were announced.

The first Annual General Meeting was held on 29 November, 1969 and in 

'Newsheet' 4 a list of committee members and the first constitution are 

published. These are attached as Appendices 4 and 5. The officers were 

the same as the ad hoc committee with the addition of Maurice Wilkins 

as President, a position he still holds. In Bulletin 5,

[17]

Dr. Robert Smith, the first Secretary of BSSRS, gives a brief ‘annual' 

report (though the Society was only 6 months old!). He refers to the 

establishment of local societies and relates: “some difficulty has been 

experienced in devising a suitable relationship between the National 

Committee and the local groups and, in particular, a suitable financial 

agreement. This has been discussed in extenso and it is now proposed 

that the Constitution is amended." He also refers to the extensive work 

being done on the use of CS gas in the North of Ireland, in 

publications, in writing to the government authorities and in sending 

an investigative team to Londonderry: the last mainly accredited to 

Hilary Rose.

The Constitution published in November 1969 lists three objectives and 

four activities. In summary, these point BSSRS in the direction of 

informing the public and other scientists about the major social 

implications of scientific developments, encouraging research itself 

and contributing to the debate on science education and government 

science policy.

However, the purely voluntary nature of the society was proving 

difficult to live up to these demands, particularly in producing 

independent research. Robert Smith reports:

“Soon after the Inaugural Meeting in April it became clear to the 

Committee that it could not successfully combine its 

administrative and executive functions with that of making 

detailed

[18]
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scientific evaluation of topics considered to be of interest to 

the Society. Therefore, the Committee has set up its own Science 

Advisory Board whose convenor is Dr. Sigurd Zienau. This is 

composed of representatives of the Societies National Committee 

and outside experts whose function is to advise on the suitability 

and methods of approach to various topics.” (’Newsheet’ 5).

In the Spring of 1970 the Society appointed its first General 

Secretary, David Dickson, to help carry out the organisational 

responsibilities that were now falling on BSSRS. During 1970 three 

major events can be identified that represent the activity of BSSRS and 

the different views it contained. In July there was a conference on 

"Education, IQ and Race' organised by the Cambridge Group. This Group 

is identified by H. & S. Rose (SFP 23 p 7) as having "a much younger 

and highly libertarian grouping" than some other groups. The purpose of 

the conference was "to air and refute Jensen's claims concerning the 

genetic inferiority of the US Blacks' IQ" (Roses, op cit). The second 

occurred in the September. The place was the City of Durham on the 

occasion of the Annual Meeting of the British Association for 

Advancement in Science (BA). A small group of BSSRS activists 

intervened in a direct way at the meeting of this rather dry and very 

respectable Association founded in the 19th Century. The major 

interventions were to issue annotated copies of the Presidential 

Address (given by Lord

[19]

Todd) to the audience at Durham Cathedral, to support an agit-prop 

theatre group in giving a performance on the affects of chemical and 

biological warfare, and to organise a 7-hour teach-in on the theme 

"science is not neutral'. Jonathan Rosenhead commented at the time 

('Newsheet' 9): “ . . . without some fairly radical shake-up within the 

BA, any BSSRS influence within the BA framework is likely to be 

absorbed if not negated. What is now needed is some evidence from the 

BA that they recognize the urgency of finding a format within which the 

social consequences of science can meaningfully be discussed." Writing 

9 years later he says: “the confrontation-style was chosen deliberately 

to shock and to appeal to a different constituency, while making cosy 

accommodations with the establishment more difficult." (SFP 43/44).

The Roses, writing in 1973, had mixed opinions about the 'Durham 

incident': "Street theatre and some interventions at lectures brought 

some relief from the boredom of the BA meeting which, while of little 

significance to scientists, continued to command an inordinate amount 

of space in newspaper coverage . . . Few scientists attend BA meetings, 

except to give papers, so there was little recruitment of scientists to 

the Society, but the issue of neutrality of science received its first 

public hearing at a 6-hour teach-in." (SFP 23 p 8).
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The third event was a conference entitled "The social Impact of Modern 

Biology" held in November. It was arranged in the name of the President 

of BSSRS, Maurice

[20]

Wilkins. It was a large conference, attended by some 700 people, with 

many eminent speakers including Jacob Bronowski and Jim Watson.

In this history we are not concerned with the debate on Modern Biology 

itself, but the reaction it produced in some of those attending. We 

again return to the views of Jonathan Rosenhead and Hilary and Steven 

Rose, and for the first time members of the Radical Science Journal 

Collective were present. We find the RSJ Collective and Roses in 

agreement over the style of this conference. The Roses in 1973 say: 

“Although almost certainly the huge audience of 800 came and stayed for 

the three day meeting because of the presence of these stars [the 

luminaries of molecular biology], the discussions increasingly 

criticized the Society for its elitism." (SFP 23 p 8). In 1981 RSJ 

comments: "The conference on 'The Social Impact of Modern Biology' in 

1970 was top-heavy with Nobel Prizewinners . . . A number of 

participants in that conference found it elitist, hierarchical and 

authoritarian . . .“ (RSJ 11 p 32). Rosenhead in 1979 refers to "the 

jumbo conference" which “ . . . in dialectical fashion, the approach 

conjured up the seeds of its own negation; Jon Beckwith ended his talk 

by criticizing the entire conference format as elitist, agist and 

sexist." (SFP 43/44 p 24). In a recent retrospect on that 1970 

conference, Bob Young has said: "My own experience was that the 

conference was the first and last time that a liberal and a radical 

critique could successfully occupy the same platform." (Young, 

1986 p 1).

[21]

In its first 18 months, BSSRS had begun to be noticed.

The inaugural meeting and subsequent events were reported in ‘New 

Scientist', usually with reasonable support, (see 'New Scientist' in 

References). Various debates were held in those pages, some condemning 

and some supporting BSSRS. From a totally different approach a magazine 

called ‘Red Scientist' carried extensive debate on what BSSRS was about 

in its first few issues ('Red Scientist' 3 and 5). ‘Red Scientist' 

attacked BSSRS for its establishment connections and for not pursuing a 

revolutionary attack on science and capitalism. ‘Red Scientist' was 

produced by a comparatively short-lived group called The Federation of 

Revolutionary Socialist Scientists, which was set up shortly before 

BSSRS itself ('Red Scientist’ 2).

Mike Muller, writing in 'Red Scientist' 5, says of the Durham affair: 

“It would appear then, that the self-styled radicals (of whom the 
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writer is one) have only succeeded in helping a liberal organisation to 

be absorbed a little faster than it might. Whether this was because of 

tactical errors made by them, or a consequence of working within BSSRS, 

is a matter that deserves some consideration and thought." In the same 

issue Martin Thomas, contributing to a debate concerning science, 

politics and pollution (which refers to an article by David Aron in 

‘Black Dwarf' 7 July, 1970, and Hilary Rose in BSSRS ‘Newsheet' 7, May/

June 1970) asks:

“Is BSSRS's aim to produce and pursue a political strategy among 

scientists? or to pursue action on questions of the use of science 

among the broad majority of the

[22]

population? or to save the world from pollution, CS, CBW, etc., 

behind the backs of the people? Unfortunately, much of the 

evidence tends to show that the emphasis tends to gravitate to the 

third alternative, saving the world from science . . . “

I do not think Martin Thomas's conclusion is correct but the three 

positions he cites are a useful summary of the aims of the activities 

in which BSSRS had participated and the choices facing it at the end of 

1970.

3 Weaning and Childhood (1971) 

During 1971 the development of BSSRS tended to be more internal than 

external, though they were political as well as organisational.

In June 1971 BSSRS announced that it had established the 'Science and 

Society Trust’. The objects of the Trust were broadly similar to the 

four activities described in BSSRS's first Constitution, the emphasis 

being on gathering information, improving science education and 

encouraging more publications and meetings to make the public and 

official bodies more aware of the effects of scientific innovation. The 

main point of the Trust was to be a basis for raising money that would 

support some of BSSRS's activities. The Trust was registered as a 

charity and would therefore be constrained by the rules of the 

Charities' Commission, which BSSRS itself would not.

During the Summer and Autumn of 1971 the political conflicts within 

BSSRS came to a climax. During the period June to October the National 

Executive debated the political

[23]

perspective of BSSRS and this was distilled down to two positions 

represented by Ernest Braun and David Aron.
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The first represented a tradition very close to that of Bernal and his 

associates in the 30's. In his policy paper presented to the AGM held 

on 30 October, 1971 Ernest Braun states:

“We see BSSRS as committed to the view that science in its 

broadest sense can and must be beneficial to society and must be 

democratically controlled towards this aim. We do not regard it as 

the proper function of BSSRS to try to reform society at large or 

take a stance on matters in no way associated with science. BSSRS 

must be independent of any general political organization and 

equally independent of the 'scientific establishment' so that it 

can operate freely, objectively and effectively in the interface 

between Science and Society.”

He then goes on to give examples of where more work needs to be done, 

such as clarifying the forecasts of future power requirements in 

relation to nuclear power, and the pollution problem. He points to the 

need for more research and says: “We must encourage any attempt to 

foresee the results of new technologies beyond the fact that they will 

make money.'' He supports the idea of BSSRS as a pressure group and 

gives us one example of the need for such pressure activity: “The 

misapplication of science in chemical bacteriological and other 

warfare, especially when used to

[24]

suppress ill-equipped ideological adversaries." (BSSRS AGM papers).

The other position put forward the views of the growing radical science 

movement, mainly supported by younger members of BSSRS. David Aron 

introduced his policy paper as follows:

“As far as I can see the BSSRS has achieved its main initial aim - 

that of persuading a large number of scientists and others that 

science is not neutral and that its nature, scope and related 

technology are socially determined. I hope the Society will 

continue to work in this sphere, but it must now develop its 

theories and actions further, for probing the question of the non-

neutrality of science is only a first step in changing the nature 

of scientific activity and examining the compatability of the 

possible organization of science with existing social 

relationships." (BSSRS AGM papers).

He then goes on to emphasise five areas that he considers most 

important. Firstly, "Demystification" of which he says "In a society 

that provides a scientific education for only a small proportion of its 

members it is hardly surprising that few have a grasp of scientific 

concepts and notation." Secondly, "Action" which includes the need to 
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contact groups such as the Institute for Workers' Control who "might 

welcome a piece of research on the mystifying role of science in 

productivity bargaining.”

[25]

Thirdly, he cites "Propaganda" to educate BSSRS members and attract 

young, radical scientists into membership. Fourthly, is "Philosophy" by 

which Aron means developing the ideological debate within BSSRS on the 

concept of social responsibility in science. Fifthly, is an 

"Information service" to provide technical information to groups such 

as those working on conservation (BSSRS AGM papers). These two papers, 

with some other motions on the future of BSSRS, were debated at the AGM 

held in October. The minutes of the AGM record:

Discussion on future policy: After considerable discussion, it was 

agreed that neither the paper by David Aron or the one by Ernest 

Braun should provide a framework for the Society's activities and 

that the acceptance of the former by the National Committee had 

been premature. It was agreed that:

1. Discussion on aims and policy should continue in the Society.

2. Individual groups within the Society need not necessarily keep 

within the consensus of the AGM, provided they remained within the 

constitution of the Society.

3. The Society should offer assistance to those groups which are 

in need of but have no access to scientific assistance.

4. It is the proper function of the Society to issue comments on 

issues related to science

[26]

and society which may or may not be of a political nature, 

provided that a political balance is maintained in such comments.”

Jonathan Rosenhead reported in SFP 18 a year later: "In a straw vote at 

the end of the debate it was shown that, if pressed to a choice, the 

meeting (and probably the Society), was split right down the middle. 

But a split was averted, and not by papering over our differences. 

Rather in the course of the debate we found an area of unexpected but 

welcome common ground . . . “ He then goes on to list the above four 

statements, though in a different order and differently expressed.

During the lead up to this significant meeting another split had 

occurred. In the 'Newsheet' 12, published in the Summer of 1971, Hilary 

and Steven Rose publicly resigned from the Executive and National 

Policy Committees on which they had served from the inception of BSSRS. 

Their Statement is not absolutely clear on their reasons for resigning, 

but indicates a disillusionment with BSSRS and implies they can do 

better things elsewhere. They say "For some months we have been 

becoming increasingly unhappy about the apparent incapacity of the 
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Society to rediscover the sense of purpose with which it started . . . 

It has vacillated interminably on many issues and on others betrayed a 

degree of opportunism." Later, they continue " . . . so far as we 

ourselves are concerned, we wish to be in a position to adopt a more 

explicit political stance than the Society has been able to achieve." 

However, 2 1/2 years later, in SFP 24, the

[27]

Roses quite explicitly state that what precipitated their resignation 

was the failure of BSSRS to come out publicly against the use of CS gas 

in the North of Ireland, though this decision was made by BSSRS some 

time later (SFP 24 p 18 letter). The Roses' resignation letter makes no 

direct reference to the debate that was taking place on the theoretical 

basis of BSSRS.

One final incident occurred around the same time that, though having no 

direct affect, is perhaps symbolic. On 15 September, 1971 J D Bernal 

died. This was announced in ‘Newsheet' 13 and an obituary printed in 

No. 14, the same issue that reported the compromise of the AGM of 1971. 

From this time BSSRS begins to move further away from the political 

position of J D Bernal.

4 Puberty, Adolescence and Young Adulthood (1972-1981) 

The beginning of 1972 is marked by two conferences.

The first in January was on 'Social Factors in Health and 

Disease’ ('Newsheet' 14). This does not seem to have had any major 

organisational results, but indicates the sort of political questions 

that were being asked; the sessions included ‘Social Factors in 

Pregnancy and Childbirth' and ‘The Politics of Health'. It is still 

seen in the work of BSSRS in the 'Politics of Health' Group and in some 

of the work of the 'Feminist Science' Group.

In March another conference was held entitled ‘Workers' Self-Management 

in Science'. This conference began life amongst BSSRS and RSJ 

collective members as part of the reaction against the 'Modern Biology' 

conference held

[28]

in November 1970 (Young, 1986 p 4). In 'Newsheet' 15 the conference 

aims are described as follows:

“1. to analyse the role of science and technology in reinforcing 

the values, priorities and structure of the existing society;

2. to discuss the control of science by the people;

3. to act collectively to change the structure of scientific work 

as part of our aim of fundamentally changing society. Workers' 
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self-management means what it says - that people should have 

control over their own lives. People who work together should 

manage themselves, not be managed by others. How they work, who 

does what, what they do, and why they do it should be decided 

collectively by everyone who does the work.”

(Jan/Feb 1972).

In putting forward these views BSSRS was moving away from its original 

aims as stated in the Constitution: 

”The Society believes that the development of science is not 

predetermined but should depend upon the social choices of the 

community and the personal choices of the scientist.”

Thus there was now a move to the political left and away from the 

concept of the personal responsibility of the scientist.

One organisational change at this time was the

[29]

emergence of Science for People' magazine in October/ November 1972. 

This replaced the 'Newsheet' but, rather confusingly, continued the 

numbering - the first issue of ‘science for People' (SFP) is number 18! 

It provided a more attractive presentation of articles and was aimed at 

being a more saleable product. However, it continued to combine general 

articles of interest to the radical science movement, and internal 

matters. This continued until February 1976 when an 'Internal Bulletin' 

was produced more cheaply to provide a forum for internal policy 

discussions and news exclusively for members, whilst 'Science for 

People' continued as a bi-monthly journal on radical science issues. 

This continues to be the practice today.

A new policy statement was adopted at the 1972 AGM and published in 

March 1973 (SFP 20 - see Appendix 6). It begins by saying that science 

and technology "have brought and continue to bring great benefits, but 

today many benefits go unrealised, while a multitude of harmful effects 

confront us." A little later it says "These abuses are not accidental, 

but spring from the nature of our society" and then " . . . science is 

used directly to increase the power of the already powerful and 

frustrate the expectations of the powerless." A new idea is brought in 

a little later - “Science is not only a body of knowledge - it is also 

a social activity, and to be understood it must be seen in its social 

and political context." But " . . . science is not inherently 

oppressive. It can work for the welfare and benefit of all mankind. A 

necessary condition is that the

[30]
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individual scientist accepts moral responsibility for his work . . . “ 

but this is not enough, "major changes in the role of science can only 

be achieved through cultural and political changes in the whole of 

society, as well as radical transformation in the consciousness of its 

members."

This is a very muddled statement which contains elements of the three 

positions identified in 1971. There is now an attempt to confront some 

of the political contradictions, though they are not solved, except in 

so far as there is an emphasis on pursuing an activist rather than a 

research role.

This revised policy statement was accepted at the 1972 AGM without any 

major disagreements at the meeting, in contrast to the 1971 meeting 

(Saddler, SFP 20 p 19). It seems likely that this was because there had 

been a drift away from activity and membership of those who supported 

the more traditional position represented by Braun. A number of these 

people, such as Sir Michael Swann and John Ziman, moved on and formed a 

new organisation in August 1973 called the Council for Science and 

Society (RSJ 11 p 33). The Council was established to "promote the 

Study of, and research into,

the social effects of science and technology and to disseminate the 

results thereof to the public" (CSS 1985 p 5). The Council is made up 

of a self-selecting group of scientists and related professionals with 

a maximum number of 50 allowed by the Constitution (CSS 1985 p 8). 

BSSRS issued a statement when the Council was established which warned:

” . . . the dilemmas facing the Council are not

[31]

negligible. BSSRS has always held that science and politics are 

intimately intertwined - but the CSS has indicated an intention of 

steering clear of ‘politically sensitive’ subjects. If this line 

is pursued in practice the new Council could prove to be largely 

irrelevant to the major issues of science and society. The CSS 

will be judged not just by validity of its scientific findings, 

but by the choice it makes of problems to tackle."

(SFP 23 p 15).

The two organisations have continued to develop along separate ways, 

and one of the few links now is that Maurice Wilkins - who is President 

of BSSRS - is also a member of the Council. The establishment of CSS 

confirmed the radical position of BSSRS which, during the next few 

years, developed the position of a co-ordinating body on radical 

science issues without any major conflict over its internal politics. 
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The work of BSSRS became consolidated in the activities of the various 

regional groups and associated organisations. 

The articles in 'Science for People' in this period range over many 

topics, often with a bias to the 'fashionable' concerns of the times 

and sometimes linked to conferences. SFP 20 deals with Community 

Science and publicises a conference on that subject. In SFP 23 the 

‘energy crisis' is examined. In SFP 25 (Jan/Feb 74) Mike Cooley writes 

on 'Trade Unions and Professionalism’.

[32]

SFP 26 includes articles on the "Green Revolution' and SFP 27 looks to 

health and safety in industry. No. 29 is on women and science, produced 

by a women's collective of BSSRS members and No. 33 (Summer/Autumn 

1976) looks at nuclear power.

in 1976 the political debate re-emerges in the first issue of the new 

‘Internal Bulletin'. There are lengthy statements in the first two 

issues aiming towards a revised policy statement. Many issues 

concerning the role of science are raised but the important point to 

note is that the arguments are now overtly political and overtly 

Socialist. For example, one paragraph begins "We live in a capitalist 

society and are confronted by a capitalist science. There is, 

therefore, nothing inevitable in the present organisation of 

science . . . it can be organised on a non-elitist, non-heirarchical 

basis . . . science is in no way independent of its wider social 

context . . . if we are to change the social role of science we must 

change this context. A socialised and socialist science can only exist 

in a socialist society. Our ultimate task then is to work towards the 

creation of such a society."

By the Spring of 1977 enough agreement had been reached on a statement 

of aims for a revised policy Statement to appear on SFP 35. Some of the 

ideas in the draft statement are used. It stresses above all else the 

non-neutrality of science, something which I consider is one of the 

significant political concepts distinguishing between science and 

society issues and radical science.

[33]

It says "Science is not neutral. It cannot be separated from politics. 

It both reflects and helps to determine values of society . . . To 

claim that science is neutral is itself a weapon of mystification and 

domination." This full policy statement is attached as Appendix 7 to 

contrast it with the original Constitution and the 1972 statement 

(SFP 35 p 28).

In a document presented to the 1977 AGM there is a very useful summary 

of BSSRS's position at that time. The aims are summarised as:
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- “to make scientific and technical knowledge available to non-

specialist workers;

- to forge links between scientific and other workers;

- to expose the social control function of science in capitalism:

- to develop the left's understanding of the role of science and 

technology in capitalism: 

- to broaden the discussion of these issues."

('Internal Bulletin' 7)

At the same Annual General Meeting the central structure was re-

organized. The National Committee was abandoned and replaced by a 

steering committee of 10 members elected at each AGM plus 

representatives from regional and activity groups ('Internal Bulletin' 

9).

In the Spring of 1978 the following groups were accredited with 

delegate Status: London Work Hazards, Women and Work Hazards, Sheffield 

Work Hazards, Brighton local group, Edinburgh

[34]

local group, Imperial College local group and Bristol Hazards group 

('Internal Bulletin' 10). At the 1978 conference there were additional 

groups recorded from West Yorkshire, Hull, City University and Oxford. 

Radical Science Journal and Politics of Health group affiliated to 

BSSRS at that time (‘Internal Bulletin’ 14).

The organisational changes show that the tendency towards a federal 

structure became consolidated in organisational changes, after five 

years, in 1977. The list of groups shows that the active work of the 

membership was now into 'Hazards' work which particularly meant looking 

at dangerous industrial processes and linking up with local trade union 

and community activists to expose the damage being done.

In 1981 BSSRS organized its 'Science at the Crossroads' conference 

which commemorated the 1931 International Congress discussed in Section 

II. This celebratory conference, more than BSSRS's 10th anniversary in 

1979, marks BSSRS's maturity. At this conference it was able to assess 

its political direction and activities against fifty years of 

scientific and political history. It could put into perspective its 

political position in comparison to Bernal and his associates and to 

the contemporary politics of the 1980's.

By the beginning of the 80's, BSSRS saw itself as part of the left-wing 

political movement with a special bias towards science and capitalism, 

rather than a group of leftist scientists warning society of the 

potential dangers of some scientific developments.

35]  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IV RADICAL SCIENCE IN THE 80’s 

To put the current position of BSSRS into perspective it is useful to 

look at the current debates that are now taking place. The main 

protagonists are Hilary and Steven Rose on the one side and the Radical 

Science Journal Collective on the other. The debate can be categorised 

into three main sections: the use/abuse dichotomy, the challenge of 

anti-science and relativism, and the New Left/Old Left conflict.

The use/abuse debate was the main political question at the time of the 

BSSRS split in 1971/72. Those who left BSSRS at that time only took the 

debate as far as showing that society should be careful of how it uses 

science. This firmly accepted that science was neutral in this debate. 

The Roses, members of the Radical Science Journal (which formed in 1971 

- Young, 1968 pp 4-5) and BSSRS activists all opposed this position. 

They all saw the need for a split from this view. However, part of the 

argument put by the RSJ Collective is whether the positions taken by 

the Roses is really different from the use /abuse analysis. They say 

"The whole nature of both knowledge production and industrial 

production is shifting in ways which make the traditional ‘radical 

science’ concerns (social responsibility, use/abuse, truth) at best 

irrelevant, at worst misleading, for any kind of revolutionary 

intervention into struggle against capital's latest strategy"(RSJ 11 p 

44). They wish to place their analysis of science in a

[36]

context that does not give it any special privilege. "This means that 

we oppose privileging some sites of struggle (eg wages and conditions 

at the point of production) while exempting others (science in the 

classroom and the lab) and hardly noticing others (home, sexual 

relations, community). We think that the special status accorded to 

science in the Left is connected with that peck order of places to 

contest capital. It is no coincidence, then, that our critique of 

science is geared to challenging that peck order and the forms of 

capitalist domination with which it colludes." (RSJ 11 p 7).

It is this sort of position that leads the Roses to attacking the RSJ 

Collective, and particularly Bob Young, of a form of relativism. They 

say "But those who do fall into the philosophical relativist trap which 

Feyerabend himself avoids springing, go well beyond his ingenious 

attack on the scientists who have witch-hunted astrology. One 

influential journal which has at present adopted this line ... is 

'Radical Science Journal' (RSJ)" (H & S Rose, 1979 p 325).

The ideas of Feyerabend are not only relativist, but in some ways anti-

science. He asks "What's so great about science? What makes science 
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preferable to other forms of existence, using different standards and 

getting different results as a consequence? What makes modern science 

preferable to the science of the Aristotelians, or to the cosmology of 

the Hopi?" (Feyerabend, 1978 p 73). This is a view that is not only 

questioning how science is

[37]

used by society but is questioning whether it is right to use 

scientific methodology at all.

The Roses put their view on this as "scientific knowledge of the world 

is cumulative . . . the programmatic of capitalist science is 

reductionism, which is a powerful but flawed tool for studying and 

knowing the world. It carries with it contradictions which, as science 

and capitalism develop, turn it from being liberatory to being 

oppressive, from knowledge-bringing to knowledge-restricting." They 

continue "A new science as it develops will not destroy the genuine 

insights of reductionism, nor its power as a methodological tool in 

research . . . The strengths of reductionism will be incorporated into 

a post-reductionist science, its limits and errors transcended." (H & S 

Rose, 1982 p 57).

I could think that this begins to hint of a form of relativism itself. 

If we now turn to some other comments by the RSJ Collective, we may 

find that they are not so far apart as some of the attacks on each 

other might suggest. In reviewing their position, RSJ says "these 

tendencies led us to ask whether scientific practices and theories had 

a social component at a very basic level. We never doubted that the 

findings and theories of science are true and efficacious." and later 

"It may be worth stressing once again that we are not suggesting that 

science is untrue, nor certainly, that it is merely social relations."

Behind a lot of these arguments concerning the ideological position of 

science there is a broader debate of

[38]

Left politics. The RSJ Collective raise this by considering the 

political factors that were at play when BSSRS went through its major 

political trauma in 1971/72.

The RSJ Collective identify three groupings; one amongst which they 

include themselves, the people who produced the magazine 

'Undercurrents' and people who later produced ‘Hazards Bulletin' and 

included in this BSSRS activists who remained. They identify this group 

as anti-establishment, anti-careerist and in "their emphasis on the 

politics of process and their criticism of formal structures and 

careerism." (RSJ 11 p 33). The other position is identified with "the 

marxist scientists of the 1930's and with orthodox CP policy, which 
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argued that one should rise to power at the top of one's profession or 

union and use that power for progressive purposes." RSJ Collective then 

identifies an intermediate position: the "first generation of New 

Leftists who were less conventional in their ambitions but who, on the 

whole, assiduously pursued straight careers, and who found the Old Left 

writings on science more congenial than did others." I feel there is a 

suggestion in this passage that identifies the Roses with this 

intermediate position. However, this is not explicit.

Hilary and Steven Rose, however, quite firmly placed themselves in 

opposition to the Old Left and suggest that the RSJ Collective are 

looking at these matters in a very different way.

”in November 1976 we published an edited collection of 

articles . . . attempting to

[39]

define some of the theoretical issues relevant to a Marxist 

understanding of science under capitalism, as they had developed 

out of several years of practice within the radical science 

movement. This analysis represents a decisive break with that of 

the old left: hitherto unproblematic beliefs and theories, such as 

of the inherently progressive nature and objectivity of natural 

science and the Dialectics of Nature have been the subjects of 

critical re-working. Meanwhile, over the past few years the core 

group of the collective associated with Radical Science Journal 

has developed a very different line on these issues”

(Science Bulletin 22, p 12).

This political debate continues in and around BSSRS itself. For 

example, in SFP 43/44 (1979) Bob Young of RSJ developed his theory of 

'Science Is Social Relations' (RSJ 5) into the theory 'Science Is A 

Labour Process'. In SFP 47 (1980) Hilary and Steven Rose contributed a 

piece entitled 'Radical Science Movement into the 80's' in which they 

suggested a programme of action. More recently, Bob Young has 

contributed (with Ania Grobicki) to the current debate on BSSRS's 

political position (Bulletin 48) and Steven Rose gave a talk on 

‘Biology and the New Right' in a recent series of seminars organised by 

BSSRS at which he contributed to a debate on 'Can a Socialist Science 

Be Defined?' (3 February, 1986 personal recollection).

[40]
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V CONCLUSION 

I have looked into the development of BSSRS and nave tried to identify 

the key events that have led it to the position it now holds. It 

continues to pursue its activities and debates.

The main activities continue to be in the groups and affiliated 

organisations. At present (Summer 1986) the current groups are Food/

Agricap, Computing, Feminism and Science, Women and Work Hazards, Work 

Hazards, Public Health, Technology and Political Control, and Science 

for People Collective, with a Science Policy group just forming. The 

affiliated groups are Politics of Health, Radical Statistics, Radical 

Statistics Health, Radical Science Journal and Radical Health Visitors 

(Bulletin 49).

The political debate also continues. It is some time since the policy 

statement has been discussed, though in the booklet Science on Our Side 

published in 1982, the following position was stated:

“We believe that not just a campaign but a social movement will 

develop in which people mobilise to take back science and 

technology as weapons in their struggle. Before this can happen 

more of us (scientists and others) will have to come up with 

concrete examples of alternatives in the development and 

application of science and technology to make this understanding 

real . . . We need the vision

[41]

of a science restored to its progressive potential as a servant of 

human needs.”

(BSSRS 1982).

The 1989 Annual Conference began to open this debate but no new policy 

statement has been agreed. It is interesting to note that some of the 

discussion papers produced begin to question whether the overt 

socialist position and class analysis is helping BSSRS to politicize 

scientists, technicians and engineers and gain greater public awareness 

of the critique of science. Other contributions have dwelt less on 

theoretical positions and argued that any development can only come 

from greater involvement in practical activities (Bulletins 47 and 48). 

Thus the debate is still wide open and BSSRS still contains a wide 

range of views amongst its membership.
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Finally, I will look at what relevance BSSRS has. Let me first say what 

it has not done:

- it has not sponsored major original research: 

- it has not changed government science policy; 

- it has not influenced the vast majority of working scientists, 

technicians and engineers:

- it has not become a mass political organisation; 

- it has not defined socialist science.

What it has been is a major forum for debate and synthesis of ideas on 

science from a left political perspective. The initial trauma in 

1971/72 established it firmly in left politics and, more importantly, 

in an anti-

[42]

establishment position. Its main activities were not directed towards 

writing learned reports to influence senior professors and civil 

servants, but towards encouraging grassroots organisation that could 

involve people in whatever field of linking science and society seemed 

most appropriate and accessible.

Thus BSSRS acts as a catalyst; it enables activities and ideas to be 

developed: it encourages new projects to be started that, once 

launched, are then able to develop on their own. It is an opening for 

those just becoming aware of the great doom that hangs on science, to 

begin to learn more. It is perhaps not surprising that BSSRS itself 

does not appear to have major developments or to hold a strong 

political line; asa catalyst, it must remain available for the new 

ideas to arrive and be developed.

This role has been recognized by others as well, and I will conclude 

with comments on this from those who have contributed most to the 

development of BSSRS and this essay.

In 1973 Hilary and Steven Rose commented:

“Yet BSSRS, partly just because of its confused position, has 

played a unique and important catalytic role. It has got people 

going, so that the debate about the role of science in capitalism 

and in the Soviet Union has been opened; the critique of the 

elitism, sexism and racism of the ideology of science has been 

developed. It has fostered thinking

[43]

and questioning, and this must be the beginning of any real shift 

in consciousness.”

(SFP 24 p 18).
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In 1981 the RSJ Collective cites the importance of BSSRS to its own 

development:

”Having come to 'the Labour process' through scientific work, the 

academic history of ideas and the BSSRS of the early seventies, we 

felt optimistic that the concepts of labour and practice (praxis) 

would be invaluable in bringing the criticism of science into the 

mainstream of left theory and practice.”

(RSJ 11 pp 40/41).

And finally, Jonathan Rosenhead, a BSSRS activist from its inception, 

said in 1979:

” . . . BSSRS seems to have become a useful focus for a loose 

cluster of independent. or effectively autonomous groups - the 

Radical statistics Group, the Politics of Health Group and the 

Radical Science Journal, as well as Work Hazards and the Science 

for People Collective itself . . . BSSRS can be thought of, 

because of the generality of its aims and its central position in 

the communication network, as ‘the organisation of the radical 

science movement’.”

(SFP 43/44 pp 24/25).

[44]
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Appendix 1

CHRONOLOGY OF THE GROWTH OF BSSRS AND RELATED EVENTS 

DATE EVENT

Summer 1967 Angry Arts meeting 'Vietnam: the abuse of Science'

February 1968 ‘Chemical and Biological Warfare' Conference

25 July 1968 First minuted meeting of pre-BSSRS organisation

1 March 1969 Federation of Revolutionary Socialist Scientists 

set up 

19 April 1969 Inaugural meeting of BSSRS

April 1969 BSSRS first 'Newsheet' (called ‘Information 

Sheet')

29 November 1969 BSSRS first Annual General Meeting

May/June 1970 Appointment of first General Secretary (David 

Dickson)

18 July 1970 Conference on 'Racism and IQ' in Cambridge

September 1970 BSSRS intervenes at Durham BA Meeting

November 1970 Conference on 'Social Impact of Modern Biology'

June 1971 Science and Society Trust established

Summer 1971 Hilary and Steven Rose resign from National 

Executive Committee of BSSRS

15 September 1971 J D Bernal dies

30 October 1971 BSSRS AGM discusses the policy papers of Aron and 

Braun

1971 Radical Science Journal Collective is formed

Continued / . . .
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DATE EVENT

. . . / Continued

7-9 January 1972 BSSRS Conference on 'Social Factors in Health 

and Disease' 

11-12 March 1972 BSSRS Conference on 'Workers' Self-Management 

in Science' 

October/November 1972 First issue of 'Science for People' 

25 November 1972 New policy statement agreed at AGM 

December/January 

72/73

‘Science for People' issue on 'Women and 

Science'

17/18 February 1973 

to August 1973

BSSRS Community Science Conference 

15 August 1973 Council for Science and Society established

1 January 1974 First issue of 'Radical Science Journal’

February 1974 First issue of BSSRS 'Internal Bulletin’

15-16 June 1979 BSSRS 'Science and Capitalism' Conference

23 November 1979 BSSRS 10th Anniversary meeting

November 1981 BSSRS ‘Science at the Crossroads' Conference
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