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Obituary

David Charles Gooding
(21 November 1947-13 December 2009)

GEOFFREY CANTOR ano FRANK JAMES*

Following his brave fight against cancer that extended over several years, David
Gooding died on 13 December 2009, aged sixty-two. The history-of-science community
has lost a creative and knowledgeable member of the profession, a popular and dis-
tinctive teacher who made substantial and important contributions to the subject from
his own unique perspective.

* Science and Technology Studies, University College, London, Gower Street, London, WC1E 6BT; Royal
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David was born on 21 November 1947 at Iserlohn, Germany, where his father,
Charles Gooding, a captain in the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers, was
stationed in the British Military Zone after the Second World War. In 1952 the family
moved to Kuala Lumpur, where Charles served as an intelligence officer working with
the Malayan secret police during the Malayan Emergency and David’s mother,
Marjorie, was an assistant controller of economics at the Malay Treasury. Two years
later, when David was seven, his parents decided to remove their family from the
dangers of the Malayan Emergency and they settled in British Columbia — first in the
Comox Valley on Vancouver Island and later in Gibsons on the mainland — where he
attended local schools. He had an enquiring mind and early in his life manifested a keen
interest in science and the construction of machines.

After attending the University of British Columbia he transferred to Dalhousie
University, where he majored in philosophy, gaining his BA in 1970. In the following
academic year he proceeded to a master’s degree in philosophy at Dalhousie under the
encouragement of Ravi Ravindra, who became his friend and mentor. Ravindra, a
professor both of physics and of comparative religion at Dalhousie, has written on
Christianity from a Hindu perspective, for example in The Yoga of the Christ in the
Gospel According to St Jobn (1990), and also on science and religion. He exerted a
strong influence on David’s subsequent life and work. In his personal life David was
committed to a liberal and tolerant evangelical Christianity — indeed for a short period
served as a churchwarden in Bath.

With a doctoral fellowship from the Canada Council, David entered Linacre College,
Oxford, in 1971. Although his D.Phil. was officially supervised by John North (then an
Assistant Curator at the Museum of the History of Science), Rom Harré influenced him
most while in Oxford. David had originally intended to study Einstein, but, in a bad
case of historians’ regression, found that to understand Einstein he needed to read
Maxwell and in turn that led him to Faraday, where fortunately he stopped. His doc-
torate was awarded in 1975 for a thesis entitled ‘ Faraday and the powers of matter: the
role of principles, hypotheses, and the interpretation of experiment in the development
of Faraday’s field theory, as presented in his Experimental Researches in Electricity,
1830-1855". In this thesis (for which he obtained permission for its length to exceed the
prescribed limit by fifteen thousand words), he made a close study of Faraday’s lab-
oratory notebook, published papers and other primary sources in order to analyse the
conceptual and practical resources that Faraday brought to his electrical studies.
Although David would later move away from strictly historical studies of Faraday, this
early engagement with Faraday’s electrical and magnetic researches formed the bedrock
of his understanding of the processes of scientific investigation.

Following the award of his doctorate, David was appointed to a lectureship in the
Science Studies Centre at the University of Bath, then directed by Harry Collins.
Drawing on his doctoral research David subsequently published several important
papers in history-of-science periodicals on the development of Faraday’s philosophy of
nature. These show that Faraday’s science, including his experimental work, was in-
formed by a range of intellectual commitments which themselves developed in response
to his experiences. Most importantly, David addressed such key conceptual issues as the
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conservation and conversion of force, Faraday’s notion of space and the geometry of
space, the development of field theory and his innovative conception of lines of force,
and his rejection of action at a distance. In other papers featuring Faraday, David
addressed the question of how scientists working on related topics but using different
conceptual systems reach consensus. Taken together these papers provide a penetrating
understanding of Faraday’s science and are a major contribution to the history of sci-
ence. They enable us to understand better the processes of science, especially the role of
innovative thinking and of visualization. Furthermore, he stressed the role of human
agency in the construction of scientific knowledge and that experiment was not just
subservient to scientific theory, but could produce knowledge on its own account. It is
perhaps difficult now to appreciate just how radical and liberating these ideas were
when David first published them.

David not only made substantial contributions to Faraday scholarship through his
research papers but also co-organized, with Frank James, a conference in 1984 held at
the Royal Institution to reassess Faraday and his work from a number of different
perspectives. In accordance with David’s insistence that the participants should not
ignore scientific practice, the conference included demonstrations of Faraday’s experi-
ments (including a splendid one from the cognitive psychologist Ryan Tweney who
demonstrated Faraday ‘thinking’ before providing a cognitive analysis). Papers from
this conference were published in Faraday Rediscovered (1985), which David co-edited
with Frank James. David also co-authored, with Geoffrey Cantor and Frank James, a
popular introductory text entitled Faraday (1991; subsequently reissued in 1996 as
Michael Faraday) for the Faraday bicentenary. With Tweney, he edited Faraday’s 1822
manuscript notebook of scientific ideas, also published in 1991. In addition to making
this important text readily available, the edition was notable for the addition of a very
useful glossary of scientific words which were defined in terms of their contemporary
meanings.

By the mid-1980s the cuts to university budgets commenced by Shirley Williams and
continued by the Conservative government, which came to power in 1979 under
Margaret Thatcher, were impacting especially severely on small academic subjects. This
entailed various defensive measures which, for David, meant devoting much of his time
to attracting American students (who paid significantly higher fees than European
students) to come and study at Bath University, a task which involved him in significant
travelling. Later, in 1997, the Science Studies Centre was incorporated into the
Department of Psychology and David became director when Harry Collins moved to
Southampton University. To a considerable extent David had to reinvent himself as a
psychologist so that he could be included within his new department’s returns for the
Research Assessment Exercises. Hence he taught courses on advanced statistics, helped
establish the natural-sciences undergraduate degree and the innovative MSc in Science,
Culture and Communication which had a strong practical element — the support of the
University for this course varied over time.

It is, however, his principal monograph, Experiment and the Making of Meaning:
Human Agency in Scientific Observation and Experiment (1990; paperback 1994),
for which he is best known. It contains a sustained criticism of the then current
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philosophies of science for focusing exclusively on the writings of scientists — most often
papers published in scientific journals — and ignoring the practice of science, especially
the ways in which scientists engage nature in the laboratory. Philosophers were also
criticized for making science a cerebral exercise rather than an exploration in which
both hand and head were intimately, and reciprocally, involved. David therefore pro-
posed that science should be understood in terms of the interaction of thought, action
and actors (i.e. scientists), including the beliefs and skills that the scientist brings to the
laboratory. He also recognized that the scientist is a social being who is subject to many
influences from the scientific community and from the wider society. David’s own ex-
periences as both a philosophy student and a person of practical orientation are
reflected in this book.

Although Experiment and the Making of Meaning was directed at philosophers of
science and also at the emerging discipline of sociology of science, David keenly utilized
historical sources and offered a model of how historians can describe experimental
procedures. The book is itself a creative dialogue between theories about the nature of
science and primary sources dealing with electricity and magnetism in the nineteenth
century. A key source was Faraday’s detailed laboratory notebook, which he main-
tained throughout his career, and which allowed David to appreciate in remarkable
detail the development of Faraday’s research and to chart the interaction between
Faraday’s thought and his manipulation of wires, magnets, compass needles and so on
in the basement laboratory at the Royal Institution. Faraday’s published papers were
scrutinized by David, but the laboratory notebook enabled him to see just how science
was made. For this David developed a remarkably complex and detailed system of
mapping various scientific operations which was, in effect, modelling scientific crea-
tivity.

In 1989 David met Tom Addis at a conference in Dubrovnik (just before the siege that
destroyed much of the old city). Addis, a computer scientist then at the University of
Reading, soon moved to Portsmouth. However, their meeting and walks around the old
walls were the start of a collaboration that was to last for the remainder of David’s life.
Addis wanted to develop a visual language for programming and he saw in David’s
modelling of Faraday’s procedures a potential way to achieve this. With significant
grants from a joint research council programme and later from the ESRC and the
Leverhulme Trust, they and their collaborators worked on producing this visual pro-
gramming language. This was perhaps the most rarefied of David’s work, but he was
already moving in this direction; yet his writings and lectures remained rooted in his
empirical studies of Faraday, so that even his most ferociously statistical papers in-
cluded discussion of Faraday’s experiments.

David further extended his ideas about the cognitive development of science in his
contribution to a conference held at the University of Virginia in March 2001 which led
to the publication of Scientific and Technological Thinking (2005), which he co-edited
with Michael Gorman, Ryan Tweney and Alexandra Kincannon. He had earlier co-
edited, with Trevor Pinch and Simon Schaffer, The Uses of Experiment: Studies in
the Natural Sciences (1989), based on papers from a conference he organized at the
University of Bath.
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The stress that David was placed under was reflected in a number of ways. For
instance, he was unable to speak even for twenty minutes at the International Congress
for the History of Science held in Berkeley in 1985 and his paper had to be read for him.
Although David was not diagnosed with leukaemia until 2002, it is clear that his illness
had begun during the 1990s. Following the diagnosis, David underwent four courses of
ever more severe treatment at the Royal United Hospital, Bath, and latterly at the Royal
Marsden Hospital.

Tom and Jan Addis’s book Drawing Programs, dedicated to David in the present
tense, was published only a few weeks after his death. They had been planning to write
another book together, but David lacked the energy to complete his contribution.
However, it appears that sufficient of the text exists to make it publishable in the near
future. We therefore look forward to reading David’s last academic contributions.
He was also intending to write a full-scale study of Faraday’s experimental and visual
practice — which tragically we will now never see. We will continue to remember David
as a wonderfully supportive friend and colleague with a wry sense of humour.
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