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Conference on ”The Sociology of the Social Sciences 1945-

2010”, Copenhagen 9 -10
th

 of June 2011. 

Systematic, comparative studies of several social sciences over time are remarkably 

few. With this conference, we hope to make a significant contribution to this proto 

field by exploring three disciplines along three important axes and with the help of 

different theoretical perspectives. 

Both classical sociology of science and STS have – for partly overlapping reasons – 

focused on the natural sciences. When the social sciences have entered the story, this 

has often been as en bloc comparisons about ‘the natural sciences’ vs ‘the social 

sciences’, assuming the social sciences to be one homogenous lot. In other contexts, 

significant variation in social and intellectual structure was found among the social 

sciences (notably in Whitley’s work), and a limited number of case studies have 

explored single cases with attention to unique features, but no large scale, 

comparative, empirical investigations (although comparisons of distinct phenomena or 

dimensions have been made in various both academic and policy research contexts). 

Changes over time have been analyzed, most famously in the ‘mode 2’ literature, but 

also here, little attention has been paid to variation among disciplines – and to 

empirical studies. The major transformational trends in the organization and rationale 

of research over the last decades are likely to lead to different effects when these 

trends ‘hit’ disciplines that are organized differently, i.e. the ‘mode’ might turn out 
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differently in different disciplines, even if they all become different from what they 

used to be. 

We find it promising to study the social science disciplines as intellectual and social 

structures. Looking at the different social sciences at a specific time or looking at the 

same discipline at different times we find differences in both cognitive and social 

structures. Sometimes a discipline may be dominated by a single research program and 

therefore have a rather unified intellectual and social structure. However, the picture 

most often projected of the social sciences is one of fragmented or diversified social 

and intellectual territories. Although a story of simple polarization along this axis does 

not hold up, and various combinations, movements and tensions are important to 

characterize, the difference in overall picture between different disciplines means that 

much of what is written by e.g. economists or sociologists about their own discipline, 

take a lot of mechanisms for granted that suddenly appear much more contingent 

when another discipline enters the conversation. 

Quite a bit has been written on the various disciplines, but most often as ad hoc 

reflections on ‘the state of the field’, surprisingly often with little use of the theories of 

one’s own social science and not well integrated with broader trends in the social study 

of (non social) science. Therefore, we have invited to this conference prominent 

scholars from three disciplines, who all are both very familiar with the social and 

political processes of their field and theorists contributing to approaches relevant to 

the study of this peculiar object: us. 

During the last 2-3 decades a new round of fundamental changes seems to happen to 

the old social order within the universities. The well-established matrix of disciplines is 

beginning to dissolve. Several observers have noted that much of the more applied 

research – and even the research funding for strategic (not necessarily applied) 

research – today seems to be organized outside the prevalent disciplinary structure in 

interdisciplinary research units. A particular challenge for an exploration like the 

present will therefore be to study objects under change and re-configuration. Again, it 

is not enough to generalize about trends towards inter-disciplinarity, but necessary to 
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look at the different ways that different disciplines change into constellations of 

classical discipline plus hyphenated forms plus policy oriented research centres etc. 

Partly because of this challenge of non-symmetry between disciplines, we have chosen 

four disciplines with different status: Sociology, a classical discipline that today has 

morphed into a networked phenomenon with much activity in hyphenated and object 

defined fields inconsistently self-defining as sociology; economics a discipline with 

much more emphasis on the non-hyphenated core discipline but marked by 

considerable change during the period in its intellectual structure; Management an 

applied field that is very fragmented relying on input from the other social sciences;  

international relations, both a discipline and a sub-discipline that is most often 

organized as part of political science departments but thinks of itself and behaves like a 

discipline with its own journals, organization and sub-disciplines. 

In session 2, 3 and 4, the three or four presenters each analyses one of the disciplines: 

sociology, economics, management studies and international relations. 

An important purpose of the Copenhagen conference is to explore which theoretical 

perspectives can help us better to understand the situation of social science discipline 

such as economics, international relations and sociology in the period from World War 

II until today.  What are the theoretical frameworks that may be used to understand 

how the different social sciences are organized from a social and an intellectual 

perspective?  In what way have the external structure, including the political 

environment and the financing influenced the development of the different social 

sciences? What forces determines the boundaries between the social sciences, how the 

individual social sciences have been divided into different sub disciplines and how 

interdisciplinary relationships are established within each of the social sciences? And 

how can we study the different reputational hierarchies in the different social sciences 

and how they have evolved since World War II? 

The Copenhagen conference will be a small meeting that focuses on presenting and 

discussing the invited contributions. We will only invite a small handful of local 

specialists and not students in order to keep the discussions focused on the selected 



4 

 

themes and facilitate productive exchange among the contributors. The contributions 

from the conference will be published by one of the major publishers. 

The Copenhagen conference has been financed by the Carlsberg Foundation. It is 

organized by Professor Heine Andersen, Department of Sociology, University of 

Copenhagen, Professor Christian Knudsen, Copenhagen Business School, Professor Ole 

Wæver, Department of Political Science, University of Copenhagen and PhD-student 

Kristoffer Kropp, Department of Sociology, University of Copenhagen.      

 

Theme 1: ALTERNATIVE THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES  

Invited speakers: 1) Christian Knudsen (Confirmed) 2) Michèle Lamont (with Charles 

Camic and Neil Gross) (confirmed) and 3) Simon Schwartzman (Confirmed) 

Both in classical sociology of science and within STS we find very few theoretical 

approaches for a comparative study of the social science disciplines. In this session we 

invite the speakers to present different theoretical approaches to the studies of the 

social sciences. The session thus addresses the theoretical problems that arise when 

studying the social sciences in comparative perspectives and sketches out theoretical 

ways of solving these problems. In this way the session addresses relevant questions 

such as: what is a scientific discipline, how to studies disciplinary delineation, level of 

analysis and suggest and discusses useful concepts in understanding disciplinary 

delineation and how the social sciences makes knowledge. The three speakers are 

expected to be complementary in focusing mainly on the level of social structure and 

organization within disciplines (Knudsen), micro sociology and the ongoing boundary 

work between disciplines (Lamont) and societal transformations and science-society 

relations (Schwartzman).  
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Theme 2: DISCIPLINARY DELINEATION AND SEGMENTATION  

Invited guest speakers   1) George Steinmetz (confirmed) 2) Uskali Mäki (TBC) 3) 

Stefano Guzzini (TBC) 

One of the most important trends since World War II has been the enormous growth in 

the number of practicing researchers within most of the social science disciplines. The 

implication of this growth has been the tendency toward an increasing degree of 

specialization resulting in new ways of coordinating research and new delineation 

between fields and subfields. In this theme we would like to know how the boundaries 

between the different social sciences has changed over time, what determines how the 

different social sciences has been segmented in different subfields, what determines 

the relative importance of these subfields and how this have changed over time. 

Furthermore, we encourage contributors to reflect upon how disciplinary identities are 

created and changed and how interdisciplinary relationships have involved for the 

social sciences in case.   

 

Theme 3: THE EXTERNAL STRUCTURE, POLICY AND FINANCING  

Invited speakers: 1) Marion Fourcade (TBC) 2) Ido Oren (confirmed) and 3) John 

Holmwood (confirmed)  

 

How did the social conditions for the social sciences change during the last 60 years? 

For each of the three disciplines, we would like to know how disciplinary developments 

were shaped by changes in the relationship between academe and socio-political 

actors (‘social relevance’, policy influence, discourse coalitions). This involves the issue 

of ‘audience plurality and diversity’ (Whitley): do academic careers hang on impact on 

academic peers alone or can it go also via a role as public intellectual or policy advisor, 

and did this change over time?  Also, funding has changed – both patterns in the sense 

of relative importance of different sources (private foundations, research councils, 

basic departmental budgets, etc) and criteria where different periods emphasized 

methodology, utility, excellence, diversity and yet other principles. Finally, the broader 
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– and difficult – externalist question of events and societal agendas impacting on 

theories and research priorities should be discussed – and compared: both for each 

discipline over time and between the disciplines 

 

 

Theme 4: THE INTERNAL STRUCTURE OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES 

Invited speakers: 1) Lars Engwall (confirmed) 2) Ole Wæver (confirmed) and 3) Stephen 

P. Turner (confirmed) 

 

In this theme the invited speakers from the different social sciences: sociology, 

economics and International Relations are asked to describe the evolution of the 

internal structure of the field’s reputational hierarchy from 1945 to 2010.  The invited 

speakers are asked to look at Richard Whitley’s typology of different intellectual fields 

and his two dimensions: 1) degree of task uncertainty and 2) degree of 

interdependencies as well as his discussion of different configurations such as 

fragmented adhocracies, polycentric oligarchies and partitioned bureaucracies. Based 

upon these and similar concepts we ask the invited speaker to describe how their field 

has evolved during the period 1945 to 2010 with regard to their internal configurations. 

These contributions should hopefully be able to identify certain sub-periods, where 

there have been shifts between different configurations and where the degree of 

theoretical pluralism has either increased or decreased. We also ask the contributors to 

give some possible explanations for why these changes have happened.        

Closing reflections: Richard Whitley (confirmed) 


