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Thomas C. Leonard?

The economics of science isa curious enterprise. Few economists and fewer scientists know of
it. The use of economic ideas in the study of science was pioneered not by economists but by
philosophers and sociologists. Even among economic methodologists, approaches informed by
economic ideas remain relatively rare. (Who exactly, John Davis once asked me, is the audience for this
suff?). And, to the extent that the economics of science can be said to have an intdllectud home, it
residesin science studies, afield populated by scholars as poorly disposed to market economies as
they are to contemporary economic thought. So perhapsiit isfitting that Science Bought and Sold is
itself acurious enterprise.

Mirowski and Sent’s anthology is the first to gather and reprint papers under the rubric,
“economics of science’. Though sprinkled with the contributions of science-studies sawarts such as
Steve Fuller and Michd Cdlon, the volume first and foremost collects “classc” articlesin the
economics of science — Kenneth Arrow, Robert Nelson, Partha Dasgupta and Paul David, Philip
Kitcher, and Michad Polanyi among them. The anthology is correct enough to include the prescient
Charles Sanders Peirce paper, “On the Theory of the Economy of Research” (1879), unearthed by Jm
Wible.

But wait. What are the “classic” economics of science papers doing in this volume? Didn't the
editors convene a 1997 conference entitled The Need for a New Economics of Science before
anyone knew there was an old economics of science in need of replacement? And isn't the economics
of science of dl ages— severd |eading statements of which are reprinted here — the same literature that
Mirowski and Sent, in their introduction as sawhere, vigoroudy criticize as wrongheaded? Well, yes.
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One blurber cdlsthis arrangement “baance,” but the effect is more one of incongruity. The incongruity
is enough to make one wonder if thisis the book the editors set out to publish. On the other hand, the
editors method — establishing a canon so asto attack it — isoddly right. For, as Allan Wastad has
observed, if the economics of science can even be judged a coherent body of thought, its critics,
Mirowski and Sent among them, have been the first to notice. And therein liesatale, atae of how
fundamentd changesin the way in that scholars regard science has come to influence the theory and
practice of the history of economics.

2. Which Economics of Science?

The editors, you will know, are economists who do intellectud history inspired by the sociology
of scientific knowledge. This wide ranging expertise informs their fine introductory essay, which runsto
short monograph length, and the framing of the Six sections into which the nineteen papers (which I will
not attempt to individualy summarize) are collected. The title makes clear that you are not holding a
handbook. And Science Bought and Sold is not aredly a conference volume — the reprints outnumber
the conference papers —nor isit areader, exactly. So what isit? Ultimatdly, it is a assemblage of
papers on quite different topics: science policy, scientific motivation, scientific practices, scientific
knowledge, intellectuad property, and science sudies itsdf, epecidly the economics corner of it.

The enriching benefits of this broad canvas come at the inevitable cost of some infelicities. The
editors sometimes imply, for example, that the economics of science is laissez faire with respect to
science policy — it preaches don't worry, be happy. But, of course, Arrow’s 1962 paper on the
dlocation of resources for invention, reprinted in part two, is alandmark precisely becauseit is
neoclassical and not laissez faire: Arrow treats scientific knowledge as a durable public good, and he
argues that this market failure requires non-market solutions.

Elsawhere, we are told (p. 30) that the increasing commercidization of U.S. universties, which
isred enough (and assumed to be a Bad Thing), has arisen because university adminigrators arein
thrall to the economics-of-science take on science as a market process. Not only is this notion
implausible on its face, it would be unfair were it true, since economics of science scholars have been

among the first to propose replacing the old pure-science/applied-science dichotomy with one that



emphagizes the difference in the incentive structures of academic science and industrid science, and
emphasizestheir fragility (as do Dasgupta and David, expurgeated in part three).

Whileit is a pleasant fantasy to imagine university provods reading in economics of science, the
more likdy culprit isthe lure of profit from markets hugely expanded by technologica change.
Universities were once happy to let professors privately appropriate the returns to publishing their
lecture notes as textbooks. No more. With the advent of the World Wide Web and greater
interconnection, webbed lecture notes — indeed webbed lectures — are a profit center worth fighting
over. (David Nobl€e' s paper casts as villain the technology itself, rather than the unseemly scramble for
technology-created rents). However one judges these trends, they are not caused by the economics of
science. Harvard Law School did not get an injunction that enjoined Arthur Miller from peddling his
Con Law lectures e sewhere on grounds that the academy should be a commerce-free zone. It was,
rather, an old-fashioned tusde over who gets the rents from commerce.

And the old “marketplace of ideas’ warhorse istrotted out for a good flogging, though | have
yet to encounter a serious proponent of the notion, and the editors can't find anyone ether.

No one denies that scientific claims sometimes compete, and few deny scientific competition is
ordinarily wholesome. What is found objectionable is the marketplace-of-idess clam that rivary
among idess leadsto “truth,” that is, thet the epistemologicaly superior theory will ultimately win out.
But to identify this marketplace-of-ideas chestnut with the economics of scienceisto confuse truth
production with preference satisfaction. Economics does not claim that functioning markets produce
Substantive outcomes, only that they produce what consumers want. It is an open question asto
whether “consumers’ of scientific knowledge aways want the truth — the truth can be inconvenient,
even career threatening, and the very success of science hangs on the extent to which itsingtitutional
structure promotes the production of uncomfortable, funding-threatening truths.

These commonplace solecismsin Science Bought and Sold will irritate the specidist, but they
are comparatively smdl beer. The bigger prize is the grandly conceived historicd narrative that unifies
the volume' s disparate papers by concelving of them aslandmarks dong the way. The editors
introduction, which functions as akind of raw-footage trailer for Mirowski’ s extraordinary festure,



Machine Dreams, sketches the narrative.

The narrative goes like this: the exigencies of Cold-War American science decisively shape
both the natura sciences and neoclassical economics — shape them in tandem, no less— and, moreover,
this heretofore secret history can aso explain the history of the halting and various attempts to use
economic ideas in the sudy of science. Thisis an audacioudy ambitious thesis for which | commend
the editors. I’'m not convinced of itslast component — that the size and scope of Pentagon Big Science
has determined the trgjectory of the economics of science literature — but no matter. Mirowski and
Sent are after bigger game.

3. Thedifferent iconoclasms of economics and sociology

Some background will be useful, not least because of the unacknowledged centrdity of the
sociology of scientific knowledge to the editors method and to their gppraisal of the economics of
science. Mirowski (2001) has described science studies of the last century as congisting of two strains:
(2) the economics of science, which says science operates like a market, so best leave it be, and (2) the
view that science is unfathomably mysterious, so best leave it to the priests. Thisisabit like saying that
Cold War geopoalitics were dominated by two great powers, the Soviet Unionand . . . Portugal. The
economics of science (Portugd) is, in fact, alate comer to the science studies derby, and is still apoor
cousin. And the recaived-view notion that the sudy of scienceis a matter of foundationd philosophy
propounded by armchair law givers (Soviet Union) expired mid-to-late 20th century. The deeth of the
received view may not be the End of History, but we are dl naturalizers now — that is, those who study
science believe that the study of science should itself be scientific, in particular that the empirical
srategies of science should be used in study of science.

The missing great power in Mirowski’ s summary of science sudies is the sociology of science,
and its cognates in history and anthropology of science— the very hegemon that dominates science
gudies and that most informs Mirowski and Sent’s method and gppraisd. I’m not sure why Mirowski,
no shrinking violet he, is so demure on the origins of his own thought. But give Mirowski and Sent
credit, they reprint a Paul Forman article that, once trandated from the Postmodern, argues thet the
contours of the sociology of science can dso be explained by something like the editors grand



historical narrétive.

Motive to one Side, | argue that the economics of science and the sociology of science have
enough in common that critiques of economics apply with equal (or greeter) force to sociology. And,
where the economics of science and the sociology of science part company, the sociology of science
runs into fundamenta epistemologica difficulties of the kind that have given rise to what the newspapers
cdl the Science Wars. Let me suggest why | think it matters for history of economics.

The economics of science and the sociology of science are both iconoclastic; they both attack
the traditional image of science as aunique socia ream. Both approaches, for example, treat scientists
not as disnterested truth seekers but as worldly, interested actors. But from here, economics and
sociology attack very different idols, disagreeing most profoundly on the consequences, for scientific
knowledge especidly, of amore redistic conception of scientific maotivation. (A more scholarly
discusson is available in Leonard 2002).

The economics of science treats the process by which scientific knowledge is created as a
market process, that is, as one where scientists respond to (pecuniary and non-pecuniary) incentives
that promote (or hinder) the creation of scientific knowledge. Science retains its epistemol ogica
distinction, but economics depicts the process of producing scientific knowledge as no less partisan,
grubby and shallow than the market processes that produce breakfast ceredls or broadcast television.
Naturd scientists are less aristocratic in their attitude toward markets than is the humanities
professoriate, but, let’sface it, the economists portrait of scientific motivation is less flattering than the
traditiona image of sdfless truth seeking.

The sociologigts leveling move is, remarkably, even more radica. Science studies denies
science its episgtemologicd digtinction by denying that empirica evidence plays any subgantive rolein
science. Science Studies epistemology asserts that non-evidentia considerations determine entirely
which among riva theorieswill prevail, as they determine the criteria by which one theory is judged
better than another. Reason and empirica evidence are, goesthe claim, utterly toothless — they serve
only to rhetoricaly pretty up the means by which dominant in-groups come to prevail in science.  For
compactness, let us cal Science Studies epistemol ogy the Position.



If the Position sounds radicaly skepticdl, itis. (If it sounds somewhat familiar, it isthat, too —
the notion that empirica evidence does not affect what scientists believe merdly substitutes a credo of
“it'sdl socid” for the“it'sal natural” pogtion of Recelved-View philosophy of science). Students of
science have long known that socia influences matter. Even Cold War-era sociology of science
acknowledged indirect effects on scientific knowledge from socia influences such as research project
sdection.  Funding and the opportunity to publish can clearly affect the prospects for obtaining
evidentia support, as Brock and Durlauf note in their contribution. The issue is not whether non-
evidential consderations affect scientific knowledge (what science studies, per the Pogtion, cdls
scientific “content”), but how, and to what extent.

But the Position treats “ science as socid” as an argument-ending claim in epistemology, not asa
Kuhnian mandate to inquire into how the socia character of science promotes or undermines
knowledge. Science studies no longer believes, as Thomas Kuhn did, that “ observation and experience
can and must drasticdly redtrict the range of admissible scientific bdief, e se there would be no science’
(1962: 4). And, as aresult, science studies regards contributor John Ziman's argument as moot: “The
key point is that market-like mechanisms at various points in the academic research process facilitate
the operation of the Mertonian norms, and thus keep the whole system open, flexible, progressive,
relatively impartid, and sdf criticd. . . . [T]he nature of the knowledge produced by this system is
closgly bound up with its socid structure” (p. 323).

So the economics of science says to the exact scientists — you scientists are no different and no
better than we are. If your product is superior, it only because: (1) exact sciences are easier than
inexact sciences such as economics, and or (2) you face more virtuous incentives, which promote
epistemologicaly better outcomes. The sociologist of science says to the exact scientists— your
product is no different and no better than ours. Since, per the Position, scientific knowledge does not
exist, your product cannot be superior to ours, and the need to consider how socid factorsinfluence
knowledge production is obviated. Which do you, dear reader, regard as the worse dander?

4. Why should historians care?
Why does this epistemologicd disagreement between economists and sociol ogists matter for



historians? Threereasons.  Firg, it puts into context Mirowski and Sent’s historical sketch of the
economics of science. The editors' introduction argues that economists wishing to consider science
were caught in afourfold intellectua bind: economists suffered from physics envy; their work was
scorned as unscientific by physical scientists; the use of economic ideas in science studies leads to
paradoxes of self-reference, and economics hasllittle to add on matters of truth and cognition. These
factors, whether or not they usefully describe the history of the economics of science, are plausible
enough. They dso are plausible when gpplied to the known dternatives in science studies. Subgtitute
“sociology” for “economics’ in the sentence above, and it reads even better.

In fact, professona envy to one Sdg, it is the sociologists and fellow travelersin science studies
who have mogt run afoul of the physics establishment — witness the dumping of Bruno Latour’'s
gppointment to the faculty of The Ingtitute for Advanced Study. Moreover, whatever physica scientists
think of economics, their contempt for science studies comes not from a beef with invisble-hand
reasoning or with the idea that scientists are people, too. The scientists' contempt for science studies, |
would argue, comes from a deep aversion to the epistemological position that science studies takes.
Physcists may not know from Adam Smith, but they do know that they regard the epistemologica
datus of their scientific clams— make that, lavs— in ways profoundly different than does the Postion.

Second, thisis why the editors are, | think, misguided when they pooh-pooh the so-caled
Science Wars, as exemplified by the Sokal Hoax, which the editors dismissin afootnote. | agree with
Mirowski and Sent that the Science Wars have produced more heat than light, and that Soka’s
success has wrongly been used to indict the whole of science studies. But the origins of the Science
Wars have thar roots in the same fundamental epistemological disagreement.

For those who did not read the newspapersin the late 1990s, an NY U physicist named Alan
Soka submitted to the journa Social Text a preposteroudy incoherent paper (1996) full of howlers,
but one with an ideologicaly correct line. The bogus paper, was, of course, accepted. Soka’s god
was not to send up the gobbledy-gook obscurantism that fills such journas, nor even wasit to expose
the intdlectua dishonesty of editors willing to publish errant gibberish. Soka, with dl the earnestness
we might expect from an expatriate Sandinista school teacher, thought he was saving the Left from the



relativigt perils of the Postion. How can the Left remake capitalism, Soka wondered, if our
epistemology deniesto us the reason and evidence that we require to make our case?

Soka’ s argument is that the Pogtion is self-destructive. Why bother with a mountain of
empirica evidence offered to support the thesis that empirical evidence cannot explain what people
take to be true? The Pogtion is self-destructive because it is everywhere destructive. It underminesthe
capitdigt and the socidist argument dike, just as it undermines the history of science —empiricd dams
about what has happened — and science dike.

Third, though harder to see, because it has been bundled into alarger and mosily persuasive
historiographic critique of traditiona history of economic thought, the Position has been exported to the
history of economics. Some of our leading scholars— Roy Weintraub and Margaret Schabas among
them — argue that bad old hitory of thought will remain moribund unless it conducts hitorica research
thet is, well, more like what redl historians do. Out with al the ideological axe-grinding, and the
Whiggish business of congtructing lines of intellectua descent, and in with writing histories that better
Stuate ideas in the persond, socid and intellectud contextsin which they were creasted. Well, yes.
These higtoriographic injunctions are unobjectionable, even laudable. The ideathat historica writing
should be thicker, richer . . . and creamier, can be called Beity Crocker historiography.

But this critique of traditiona history of economic thought ordinarily bundles these wholesome
higtoriographic injunctions with adam that historians should aso embrace science sudies
epistemology. Soka’slament, which | share, isthat critica perspectives on the history and
organization of science (and, for that matter, on the organization of the economy and economics) not
only don't require the Pogition — they cannot go forward when burdened with the Position.  If dl claims
about the world (how it isor how it was) redly are episemologicaly inditinguishable, why should
anyone entertain, for example, the compelling new work that connects the history of economicsto Cold
War science imperatives?

Making Betty Crocker assume the Position thus can do real harm. It can lead historians of
science, for example, to think that their historica narratives must find a usable past for science studies
epistemol ogy, which makes debunking the pretensions to knowledge the paramount aim. History as



debunking is, of course, avenerable practice. But if, in the paradoxica name of the Pogition, we invest
too much in detailing what science (or economics) is not, we can lose sight of what science (or
economics) is. The centrality of debunking in science studies, required by the Position, may help
explain why, as the sociologist Stephen Cole (1992) argues, the sociology of scientific knowledge,
even taken on it own epistemologica terms, has not succeeded in providing an account of the socid
causes of scientific belief.

Don't get mewrong. History of economics needs its Mirowskis and Sents, and not just for their
excdllent work, but in the sense that better history will nearly dways result in akind of debunking; the
overturning of recelved wisdom practicaly follows. But debunking should be a byproduct of good
history of science, not the whole project of history of science. The same Podtion that requires
historians to make debunking central, also requires their readers to treat these histories as bunk.

Thus, | argue, does afundamental epistemological disagreement help to explain historiographic
differences among historians of science and economics. It dso hdps explain why thiswhy this
anthology’ s papers seem less balanced than awkwardly juxtaposed. The economics of science and the
sociology of science have much in common but, because the latter assumes the Position and the former
does nat, they can seem to be talking about entirely different things. Thisisnot anilluson, nor a
rhetorica effect — different theories of knowledge will affect how one tregts the knowledge production
business.

The episemologicd divide may even shed light on the history of economics boom in the study
of mid-century information science, cybernetics, and the effects of Pentagon science funding, a boom to
which the editors have contributed greetly. Why are historians and sociologists drawn to cybernetics?
It could be, of course, that John VVon Neumann fathered both cybernetics and neoclassica economics,
and that the former explains the latter, full stop. But Andrew Pickering, aleading science studies
scholar, admitsto amore, well, socia influence. Pickering is drawn to cybernetics because it isaplace
where the scientists themsel ves seemed to adopt, or at least move closer to, akind of science studies
episternology.

As such, “the history of cybernetics can help usto bresk il further awvay from the



representationd idiom,” by which Pickering means, bresk further away from the idea that scienceis®an
episemologica project aimed at knowledge production” (2002: 10). Think that scientists are never
redlly persuaded by the evidence? Well, here's some, er, evidence that suggests the players themselves
might have been led — by their science, mind you, not by some philosopher in a beret —to share the
debunking ams of the Pogtion.

Thisnew line of inquiry is fascinating, origind, and important. But the same Position that might
have motivated the inquiry will not permit its conclusons. For the conclusions are impossible by the
Pogtion’s own lights: you can't ask history of science to provide evidence for a theory of science, when
that theory of science argues that evidenceis bunk. If it were true, as ahistorica matter, that
cyberneticists moved toward a kind of science studies epistemology — the same science studies
epistemology precludestaking it serioudy. This should be an unacceptable bargain. Shouldn't it?

| am quite sympathetic to Jeff Biddl€' s (2001) proposd, in thisjournd, that historians of
economics — tired of episterology, neologisms, and prolix “theorization” — cal amoratorium on
debate over how scholars should treat scientific knowledge, and let partisans of the Position show what
they can do, as higtorians. Then, by itsfruits, Biddle suggests, we shdl know it. But, the Pogtion rules
out even this modest proposal: for the Pogtion ingsts that by history’ s fruits we shal know nothing.
Why not, instead, stop assuming the Position, and free our histories, critical and other, to go forward?
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