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  [Access article in PDF]  SCOT: Does It Answer? 
  Nick Clayton 
 
  The Victorian litmus test for new technology was: "Does it answer?" In our time the question is more likely to be phrased, "does it work?" Or, more cogently, "does it sell?" Similar questions can be directed to new ideas, new scientific theories, and even new approaches in the study of technology.
 In the early 1980s, the Social Construction of Technology (SCOT) was advanced as a radical new approach for the study of the history of technology. Owing to its effectiveness, or possibly to the enthusiasm of its promoters, the method quickly became widespread. Either way, by 1996 Trevor Pinch, one of its chief inventors, saw it as being much in vogue: "Not only do a plethora of authors refer to something they call the social construction of technology, but also the approach as a whole is perceived as a school—something that is taken as a challenge to other strands in the history and sociology of technology." 1
 Clearly SCOT is selling, but does it really answer? The approach has not been without critics, but their critiques have been directed only at the program's theoretical assertions. None has questioned whether the original case study work was sound—whether, so to speak, the emperor is wearing any clothes.
 The bible of the SCOT school is the 1987 volume edited by Pinch with Wiebe E. Bijker and Thomas P. Hughes, The Social Construction of Technological Systems. 2 Now on university reading lists around the world, the book [End Page 351] comprises papers presented at a workshop held at the University of Twente in July 1984. In their introduction, the editors recall that the beginnings of the new movement can be traced back to a meeting of the newly formed European Association for the Study of Science and Technology (EASST) on 25 September 1982, when Pinch and Bijker met for the first time. Although it contains thirteen essays, those authored by the three editors still receive the most academic attention. In particular, the contribution by Pinch and Bijker, "The Social Construction of Facts and Artifacts: Or How the Sociology of Science and the Sociology of Technology Might Benefit Each Other," remains the most influential. 3 Robert Fox calls it a "classic" piece, and maintains that all subsequent work by both exponents and critics of SCOT has taken it as the benchmark. 4 Pinch and Bijker's essay is constructed around a case study of the development of the safety bicycle, one of five artifacts examined in a paper that Bijker presented to the 1982 EASST conference. 5 Since 1987 the same material has appeared in several forms, most recently as a chapter in Bijker's 1995 book, Of Bicycles, Bakelites, and Bulbs. 6
 To summarize SCOT it may be best simply to quote Trevor Pinch at some length. (I have highlighted new theoretical concepts, specific to SCOT, named in the following passage.)
  SCOT, being fundamentally a sociological approach towards technology, analyses artifacts in the context of society. The particular way in which society is conceptualized and linked to artefacts is via the notion of relevant social groups. These are identifiable social groups that play a role in the development of a technological artefact. The key element is that such groups share a meaning of the artefact—a meaning which can then be used to explain particular developmental paths which the artefact takes. There are many possible groups, including engineers, advertisers, public interest groups, consumers and so on. When dealing with a complex technology, a whole array of such groups may be identified. Although the only defining property is a homogenous meaning given to a certain artefact, the intention is not [End Page 352] just to retreat to well-worn general statements about "consumers" and "producers." A detailed description of the relevant social groups is needed in order better to define the functioning of the artefact with respect to each group. In the case of the development of the bicycle, Pinch and Bijker focussed upon two particular groups. These were (1) "young men of...
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