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THE TENETS OF SEE

Introduction: The precedent

The attempt is made here to set out four basic tenets for the programme of research known as `Studies of Expertise and Experience’ (SEE).
  There are two central tenets and two supplementary tenets.  There is also a methodological interpretation of the central tenets called `methodological interactionalism’.
  The logic of the elevation of the importance of language that underlies the central tenets is more fully worked out elsewhere; this note simply expresses that logic using the `tenet motif.

Central tenets of SEE

First tenet: `Language is central to practice’ 

The first and second tenets of SEE are meant to express the elevation of language in relationship to practice when sources of practical understanding are analysed and investigated.  Lived language is not just a set of `inscriptions’.  Language contains more than can be said.
  The way things are said, the circumstances and contexts in which they are said, the consequences of saying them, are all absorbed as one becomes fluent in a language.  The first tenet recognises that fluency in the domain language is a condition of successful practice in the domain because: (a) only language contains the sense of the practices pertaining to the domain as a whole including those – the majority – which have not been physically practiced; (b) it is language which provides the interpretation of observations and experimental outcomes that pertain to the `paradigm, Denkkolletive, or `form-of-life’ that comprise the domain.   

Second tenet: `Language contains practice’

The second tenet states that fluency in the domain language carries the ability to make sound technical judgments in domains within which the language knower has not physically practised.  Language may not contain practice in the sense that no amount of talk about bike-riding will enable a novice to ride immediately but it is both necessary and sufficient for making practical judgments in discursive settings (this is the basis of `interactional expertise’ – see note 7).  

Methodological interactionalism: Both tenets together imply `methodological interactionalism’.  Methodological interactionalism is the working assumption that one should always try to maximise the role of language when explaining the acquisition of practical expertise.  Methodological interactionalism is a continual reminder not to adopt the easy default position that the explanation of the acquisition of practical expertise is practice.  Methodological interactionalism draws attention to the fact that it is nearly always impossible to learn a (human) practice without being immersed in the discourse associated with that practice and the default position should be that the language was central to the acquisition of the practice.  Cases where language can be shown not to be central to human practice are to be treated as exceptional and may be specially interesting and revealing.  

Supplementary tenets of SEE

Third tenet: `Anything goes that works’

The supplementary tenets are based on no systematic body of argument.  The third tenet is a declaration of how those involved in SEE tend to conceive of their methods of research.  The third tenet draws its inspiration from 1960s-iconoclast Paul Feyerabend’s resonant phrase.
  It states that practitioners of SEE believe that any way of investigating expertise that sheds light upon expertise and experience is worth pursuing.  Expertise can be investigated quantitatively and qualitatively, observationally and experimentally, empirically and philosophically, so long as these approaches are doing good work.  This is not to say that such approaches always do good work – indeed, the tribal cleaving to a method for its own sake usually leads to sterility and this is true both of the kind of `scientism’ that insists that nothing is understood until it is understood quantitatively and of the claim that certain esoteric qualitative methods rule out all other approaches to the understanding of social life.  SEE should not get caught up in the polarised methodology debates that have done so much damage to social science since the 1960s but look for creative ways of researching which adhere only to the general principles of scientific integrity.

Fourth tenet: `Be reflexive in analyzing expertise’
The fourth tenet is a rule of thumb.  It is close to Bloor’s (see note 2) tenet of `reflexivity’ though, in the case of the sociology of knowledge, this could, and did, give rise to paralysis born of doubt about anyone’s ability to possess knowledge.  The fourth tenet states that whenever a judgement about the quality of an expertise is being made under the SEE approach the analyst should consider his, or her, own expertise.  One should understand the expertise categories from which one is mounting one’s analysis.  

There is nothing paralysing about reflexivity under SEE because one can, and should, be able to confess without shame to the possession of an expertise.  A basic expertise that should be possessed by all those who practice SEE is expertise in the understanding of expertises.  The practitioner of SEE should also be acutely aware of where and when they draw on the other categories of expertise listed in the Periodic Table such as `ubiquitous discrimination’ and so forth, when they do their work.
  

It is vital in a programme which aims to put its practitioners in a position to judge expertises that they do not try to judge from positions in which their own expertise would not be considered adequate if it was the object of analysis.  This can happen all too easily where political or ideological commitments to a position are strong.
NOTES



� The impetus for preparing this note came from the discussions at the Third International Workshop on Studies of Expertise and Experience (SEESHOP3) held in Cardiff on 15th and 16th November 2009.  The tenets and this note have been put together by Harry Collins.


� This follows the precedent of Bloor, D. (1973) `Wittgenstein and Mannheim on the Sociology of Mathematics', Studies in the History and Philosophy of Science, 4, 173-91.


� In Collins, H. M., (1981) `What is TRASP: The Radical Programme as a Methodological Imperative', Philosophy of the Social Sciences, 11, 215-224 it was suggested that there were two central tenets in Bloor’s list and two supplementary tenets.  It was also suggested that the prescription known as `methodological relativism’ was the implication of the central tenets.  Bloor did not necessarily agree with the first of these suggestions and disagreed with the second (Barnes, B. D. Bloor & J. Henry, (1996) Scientific Knowledge: A Sociological Analysis, London: Athlone Press) but this note nevertheless follows the pattern of the 1981 interpretation.


� For the logic worked out in greater detail see Collins Harry, 2009 `Language and Practice’  www.cf.ac.uk/socsi/expertise


� Language-speaking is `polimorphic’ and polimorphic actions cannot be described formally (Collins, H. M., & Kusch, M., (1998) The Shape of Actions: What Humans and Machines Can Do, Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press).


� Feyerabend, P. K. (1975) Against Method, London: New Left Books.  It seems a shame, though perhaps inevitable, that Feyerabend’s phrase legitimated radical methods of social research in the 1960s but these have, in their turn, become the new rigid orthodoxies.


� Chs 1 and 2 in Collins Harry and Evans Robert, (2007) Rethinking Expertise, Chicago: University of Chicago Press





