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Editorial



O EASST Review lovers, where art thou? 
On STS as extitution

Ignacio Farías

Let me begin with an announcement: in the next few weeks we will publish the 
yearbook Doing STS in Europe: EASST Review 2016 – a 250 pages book compiling 
all the contributions to the EASST Review during last year, including the profiles of 
four STS groups located in Europe and four STS publications platforms, as well as 
dozens of reports on STS events and EASST-funded activities, including two spe-
cial features: one on Bruno Latour’s exhibition RESET Modernity featuring an inter-
view with the author and three commentaries; the second one on the EASST/4S 
conference in Barcelona last year featuring over to 20 reports on specific sessions 
and panels. A digital copy of the yearbook will be downloadable for free from our 
website. And you will be able to buy print copies (yes, nothing like physical objects 
you can hold in your hands) from conventional online retailers.   

Good news, right?

But the project has also confronted us with tricky questions. First we thought: 
well, we would then need to give authors a free print copy, just like the one you 
get from any other publisher. This would also put some print copies in circulation 
among our core audience (you!), who might then in future buy print copies of all 
yearbooks we publish, and start their own collection. But discussing the idea fur-
ther a different proposal came up: we could send free print copies to STS centers 
and departments. The issue is still undecided and we do not know yet how we are 
going to handle this, but the latter suggestion made me ask myself two questions: 
first, have we seen in the last years an institutionalization of STS at universities 
and research centers? And, second, should the goal of our professional organiza-
tion be to just reinforce that process of institutionalization?

Thirty years ago, there were only a few STS centers around and practically the 
whole field was based in sociology, philosophy, anthropology, and political science 
departments. But has this really changed? We had a look at the last ten issues 
of the EASST Review and the result is perhaps exactly what one would wish for 
a successful interdisciplinary field: an exact tie of 62 authors based or affiliated 
to STS departments or centers and 62 authors, for whom in their bios we mostly 
found other institutional affiliations. By the way, we also have 57 female authors 
and 67 male authors, which is not so bad either. But even if we included Russia 
and Israel as ‘non-European’, the percentage of authors based in non-European 
institutions is just 12,9%, which should maybe remind us all of the regional char-
acter of our association and its main outlet. 

But coming back to the question of institutionalization of STS, as reflected in au-
thor affiliations in the last ten issues of the EASST Review, we need to be care-
ful with the prima facie positive results presented above. To begin with, we need 
to take into account, that in mid-2015 we introduced the section STS Multiple, 
where we invite STS groups and centers to present themselves. The seven con-
tributions included in our database average 4 authors each. So, we have about 28 
authors that appear listed as STS-based authors, whom we explicitly invited and 
encouraged to publish here. This doesn’t speak against the strong presence of 
STS-based colleagues, for the important question is how are we collectively per-
forming the field of STS, not what the field is in itself. But it introduces a nuance 
in the result. 

A second consideration is how our list reflects different levels of participation and 
institutionalization of STS across European countries. Most authors are based 
in Western European countries: UK (30 authors), Germany (21), Denmark (12), 
Austria (10) and Italy (9). For these five countries, 58% of authors are affiliated to 
STS departments. The percentage appears as remarkably high, when compared 

4

EASST Review 2017 I Vol 36 I No 2



Austria 10 | 0

Croatia 0 | 1

Bulgaria 1 | 3

Greece 1 | 0

Israel 0 | 1

Australia 2 | 0

Authors of Last 10 EASST Review Issues
STS affiliation | Other affiliation

India 0 | 2

Serbia 0 | 2

Russia 2 | 0

Hungary 0 | 2

United Kingdom 16 | 14
France 4 | 1

Brazil 0 | 1

Chile 0 | 1

Ecuador 0 | 1

Canada 1 | 1

United States 0 | 4

Netherlands 0 | 3
Switzerland 0 | 4

Denmark 5 | 7

Germany 12 | 9

Italy 5 | 4 

Portugal 2 | 1

Spain 1 | 0

with the 42 authors from the other 19 countries, of whom only 33% is based in 
an STS department. Taking all this into consideration, we can confirm the obvi-
ous: STS is highly institutionalized in a small set of Western European countries, 
whereas in the rest of countries STS is primarily practiced in the margins of non-
STS institutions. 

We come thus to the second and more interesting question: how to act as a pro-
fessional association in this context? I have really never questioned the idea that 
a major goal of EASST should be to support the institutionalization of STS both 
at universities and in national research funding agencies. It seems pretty obvious 
that we aim for a future in which universities have centers or departments of STS, 
where you can get a job in STS in most countries, and where, when you apply for 
funding, you don’t need to crook your research questions or methods in order to 
make them fit in a disciplinary evaluation committee (remember Josefine’s ed-
itorial on the presences and absences of STS in grants applications and CVs? 
See Raasch 2015). I certainly still believe that these are major goals for our field. 
I applaud the systematic support that EASST has given to the formation of many 
national STS associations and networks. At the EASST Review, the sections STS 
Multiple and Cherish, not Perish aim precisely to make visible this process of insti-
tutionalization of STS across different countries.

But I think that we should equally make an effort to support a non-institution-
alized STS practice, but not in order to help it to become institutionalized, e.g. 
to create STS centers, associations or journals, but to keep STS a minoritarian 
intellectual practice in the heart of social and political science disciplines. In other 
words, couldn’t also be the role of EASST to cultivate STS as a line of flight that 
effects deterritorializations of the institutions it departs from and that creates a 
highly experimental, speculative, but also committed intellectual space1? Or to put 
it differently: couldn’t also be the role of EASST to cultivate STS as an academic 
‘extitution’? 

1 In ways perhaps related to how the 
Spanish STS network is currently 
being practiced and reflected upon. 
“What would then be prototyping an 
academic network? We don’t really 
know but we have decided to explore 
it through the figure of openness and 
experimentation: opening spaces 
of dialogue with other actors and 
institutions outside the academic 
environment; experimenting with our 
academic modalities of rationality 
and their spatial organization” 
(Estalella, Ibáñez Martín & Pavone 
2013: 6)
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I really got to understand this Serresian notion through the work of Daniel Lopez. 
Two references are illuminating. The first one is a quote: “Institutions fragment, 
disaggregate, and separate in order to make visible the distinction. To build an 
institution is to constitute a Cartesian space, clear and distinct […] In contrast, the 
extitution is a social ordering that does not need to constitute an ‘inside’ and an 
‘outside’ but only a surface in/upon which a multitude of agents connect and dis-
connect” (López 2006). As Lopez further explains in a blog post from 2014 entitled 
‘There is no extitution, but modes of extitutionalization’, an extitution is not just a 
different type of institution, one that could be more heterarchical or with flexible 
boundaries and that you can point to with the finger, but rather a process of de-
territorialization or extitutionalization affecting institutions, contesting power ar-
rangements, and opening up provisory spaces for establishing new connections. 

Looking at the incredibly generative history of STS in the last 40 years, my sense is 
that this didn’t occur in spite of, but rather thanks to its lack of institutionalization; 
lack of institutionalization that has pushed STS scholars to always invent new 
connections, new vocabularies, new research objects, and new political commit-
ments2. Might it be that herein lays the crux and paradox of our field, always in 
need of simultaneously striving for institutionalization and extitutionalization?  

2 See, for example, Tomás Criado’s 
(2017) reflections on his personal 
experience in both highly fluid and 
highly institutionalized STS spaces.
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There are conspiracy theories, climate change denials, creationists, or, evangelic 
and Muslim evolution-denials to be precise, and, there are alternative facts. So 
why are we interpellated by the latter so fiercely? Why are we intellectually moved 
and politically mobilized. Or, why am I alarmed by this notion, I kept asking myself? 

Alternative facts demand a response from academics and STS scholars in par-
ticular. Partially this has to do with the power of words. Their power to structure 
reality. The power to align disperse and desperate politics and moods under one 
banner: alternative facts. It is a potent notion that has organized rightwing politics 
as well as its responses, such as the Marches for Science, or, this special section. 

Alternative facts demand a response also because of the particular era that we 
find ourselves in these days. An era of growing xenophobia, racism, sexism and 
populism, not in the margins of democratic societies, but at the very heart of 
mainstream discourse and political debates. An era characterized also, by radical 
changes in the sociopolical order, both in the ‘peripheries’ of EuroAmerican em-
pires and at home. A move towards the neoliberalisation of everything with the 
dwindling of fundamental rights as its effects. 

And as you read these words, I can hear you think: So, what’s to be done? Should 
we hit the street and go safe the world, or at least take it for repair? Yes. But, not all 
of us and not all the time! But it is vital to see that the very practice of protesting, 
in whichever version, is a mode of experimenting, testing and innovating the very 
architecture of democracies (e.g. Mouffe 2000). It is a mode of practicing political 
subjectivities as well as a mode of imagining and chanting, collectively, worlds 
and lives otherwise (e.g. Blaser 2014). 

While I cannot believe I have put these words to paper, here, in this forum, I mean 
every word of it. But there is more, much more, and that is why it has been an 
enormous struggle to produce this intervention on alternative facts. 

The talk of alternative facts did not only perform me as a political subject, it also 
helped to me to appreciate ‘our’ institutions and value them as singular entities. 
For, alternative facts are first and foremost, a fierce attack on democratic insti-
tutions. And as we know, the suspicion placed on institutions is quickly trans-
lated onto the people who work there. For example in January this year Pieter 
Duisenberg, a Dutch Member of Parliament for the conservative liberal party VVD, 
submitted a resolution in which he requested that the political inclination of Dutch 
academics be investigated, because he was of the opinion that Dutch academia 
was too leftist. His resolution received the support of the majority in parliament 
and the requested study is currently underway. The assumption of this resolution 
is that the trustworthiness of knowledge is contingent upon the political color of 
the scholars, - there might be alternative facts - therewith reducing institutions 
and knowledge to a matter of people and their worldview. It is crucial to see that 
this reduction makes the sedimented and collective work that goes into building 
institutions and making them work, invisible, leading to their vulnerability and the 
risk of them being closed down. 

Alternative facts are obviously made somewhere and thrown at us by someone 
(even if this someone is a robot), but they can only exist as free-floating entities 
because any institutionalized mode of knowledge production undermines their 
factuality. While obscuring their provenance they have to circulate at high speed 
to achieve traction and become real. Alternative facts feed off velocity. Institutions 
by contrast, are bureaucratic settings that are there to slow down our doings, in-
cluding our thinking. They slow down our movements, because they are in the 
business of producing sameness (to which I will return below). Now, there is no 
need to romanticize them, because institutions can sometimes also stop our 

From a politics of difference to a politics of 
sameness, and back!

Amade M’charek
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possibilities to think altogether. And this not the place either to engage in prob-
lems with institutional racism, sexism and classism, to name a few. Rather I want 
to think briefly with the singularity of institutions. 

As said, alternative facts scare me to death, precisely because they are part of 
a growing “attack on the social order” (Sørensen 2017, previous volume). They 
project a vision of hollowed out institutions. It is obvious that any institution is a 
complex configuration and I am here glancing over dazzling multiplicities, when 
simply speaking of it just like that. Yet, I want to suggest that just like Helen Verran 
has argued for numbers (2017), also institutions, despite their multiplicity, insist 
on taking singularity seriously. Their singularity is key, because the bureaucrat-
ic machine of institutions, their standards, protocols, and procedures are aimed 
at producing sameness. To be sure we are not talking identity here, but rather a 
sameness that is probably best captured as evolving fractal patterns. They are key 
in producing what we tend to call the common, or with Isabelle Stengers (2015) 
‘commoners’, sharing not goods but concerns. The task of democratic institutions 
is to facilitate sameness of sorts, either in the form of education and the diploma’s 
that are its results or a juridical system with the eventual ruling of the judge. Again, 
I am not blind to persisting inequalities, yet I find it key to articulate what it is 
that we value about our institutions, and how to ‘respect their singularity’ (Verran 
2017). Where singularity is by no means the same as totality or wholeness. For, 
while the aim is to produce sameness, our institutions not only work on differenc-
es, they also produce differences. The challenge is what stories we can device to 
talk about the good of institutions without neglecting the bad. 

While in STS we have attended importantly and productively to differences, same-
ness has largely been overlooked. This contributes to the idea that difference is 
produced while sameness is given. This attention has also led to a political sensi-
bility for differences (think of race or sex-differences) whereas sameness seems 
curiously apolitical. But how does sameness come about? What is the stuff of 
sameness? I contend that raising this question does not simply produce the bina-
ry-other of difference, but allow us to attend to other configurations of the social 
and to foreground other normativities. It allows us, e.g., to weigh and value the dif-
ferent kinds of sameness that institutions help to produce. It seems to me that at-
tending more carefully to sameness might also help to find an answer to versions 
of populist politics that quintessentially builds on notions of sameness (national-
ism, us, or them). If sameness is not simply a baseline of human condition or an 
original state of social groups, we need to take account of how different versions 
of sameness come about as well as the series of differences they presupposes. 
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To call the political moment “post-Truth” implies a recent past governed primarily 
by something called “Truth.” This should immediately conjure some scepticism, 
but perhaps it isn’t that far-fetched. At the very least, the decades following the 
end of the Cold War brought us a series of premises about governance based 
on empirical knowledge. Three keywords in particular, Transparency, Information 
and Knowledge, ruled 1990s development discourse. Transparency emerged 
from the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the argument that tyranny was best 
prevented by making the workings of the state visible to citizens. Information har-
nessed the promise of new technology, particularly the Internet, in generating new 
economic and political rationality. And Knowledge was about the decline of the 
manufacturing economy in Europe and North America, and the increasing eco-
nomic importance of what many hopefully called the “knowledge economy.” Later 
we would get “evidenced-based” governing, and the many promises of Big Data. 
These terms came from different places, but they are the sorts of concepts that, 
if one squints a bit, all relate to our expanding ability to know the world accurately. 
In the anxious floundering of the post-Truth era, I think this is what many have 
retroactively come to think of as “Truth.”

In order to take a bit of distance from this proposition about the relationship be-
tween knowledge and government, we might call it “truth politics.” The rider re-
minds us that this attitude, while it presents the relationship between truth and 
freedom as universal, responds to a certain constituency, situated in time and 
space, and requiring adversaries. As Graham Harman1 has pointed out, both the 
left and right have their brands of truth politics, which deny their own particularity 
and claim to transcend mere agonism. But in the decades following the Cold War, 
liberals have become the undisputed masters of forgetting their own particularity. 
Although I am primarily referring in this post to the North American experience, 
where the collapse of effective alternatives made it possible for many liberals to 
genuinely believe that politics had ended, a version of it also operates in conti-
nental Europe, where the opening of borders and unification of currency (among 
other standards) were seen as flowing naturally from the fall of the Berlin wall. So 
hegemonic had this conception of politics become in the 1990s and 2000s that it 
rarely described itself with direct reference to the “truth.” And this is what makes 
the declaration of post-truth so revealing: it retroactively reveals the epistemolog-
ical stakes of a politics that had forgotten it was political.

Post-Truth might then be thought of as a revival of temporarily-suspended Cold 
War anxieties. In the US, this story even includes the ambivalent re-emergence of 
Russia as a singularly problematic political adversary. The give-away here is the 
sudden popularity of Orwell’s 1984, now on US bestseller lists again, and even 
back on Broadway. 1984 is a curious analog for the present-day America. It’s not 
really about a Trump-like country, led by a schoolyard bully who disregards facts 
and science, but about totalitarianism, in which a faceless state destroys both 
freedom and knowledge by undermining its citizens’ capacity to think rationally. 
Bill Pietz2 argued in 1988 that this largely fictional view of totalitarianism was the 
ideological cornerstone of the Cold War because it projected liberalism’s antithe-
sis onto the Soviet Union. But it did so as an extension of earlier fears of the dark 
colonies.

Despite his own well-known critique of British colonialism, Orwell’s image of to-
talitarianism was based on orientalist stereotypes, beginning with the notion of 
a subservient population incapable of rationality. In other works the link between 
Cold War thought and colonialism is even clearer. American historian and diplo-
mat George F. Kennan argued that “‘totalitarianism’ is nothing other than tradition-
al Oriental despotism plus modern police technology,”3 and Hannah Arendt saw 
totalitarianism as a breaking-point for civilization, a reversion to “barbarism.”4

What came before Post-Truth?
Kregg Hetherington

1 Harman, Graham, 2014. Bruno 
Latour: Reassembling the Political. 
London: Pluto Press. 

2 Pietz, William, 1988. The “Post-
Colonialism” of Cold War Discourse. 
Social Text 19-20(fall):55-75.

3 Pietz, 1988, page 58.
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Behind the sudden interest in Orwell as a supposedly prescient analyst of the 
present, lie works like Heart of Darkness, in which liberals encounter some inscru-
table other whose very inscrutability they fear might be nascent in themselves. 
Totalitarians and barbarians join a long list of what historian Uday Singh Mehta5 
calls liberalism’s “constitutive exclusions,” the outsider on whom liberalism de-
pends to define its own epistemology. And like all universalist worldviews, liber-
alism contains a story about the resolution of its own contradictions. The End of 
History6, declared once at the beginning of the 19th century, and again in 1989, 
has been the messianic poison pill in liberalism since its beginning.

In light of this history of liberal anxiety, the era of Truth was a period of ideological 
complacency. Paul Gottfried calls what ensued “managerial liberalism,”7 an ethos 
that engulfed much of the right and left in western democracies. At the end of 
history, liberals could content themselves with tweaking their righteousness rath-
er than defending it against existential threats. As Emmett Ressin recently put it, 
“The most significant development in the past 30 years of liberal self-conception 
was the replacement of politics understood as an ideological conflict with politics 
understood as a struggle against idiots unwilling to recognize liberalism’s monop-
oly on empirical reason.”8

But as in the 19th century, the contradictions of liberalism were perhaps most 
easily seen in the global south. Once colonies, where liberals like John Stuart Mill 
advocated promoting enlightenment through conquest, by the 1990s they had be-
come “developing countries” which could now be coaxed with more sophisticated 
carrots and sticks to enlighten themselves. Truth politics was supposed to have 
two very different effects in developing countries in the 1990s. First, increased 
government transparency was supposed to help countries transition out of au-
thoritarianism and into more robust forms of democracy. Following Orwell’s logic, 
it is the citizen armed with truth who is able to speak to power and wrest their 
rights from a government bent on controlling them through misinformation. The 
informed citizen is the enlightened citizen, who grasps truth and wields it against 
the state.

Second, the increased circulation of information was also supposed to generate 
growth according to a paradigm known as “information for development,” pop-
ularized by Joseph Stiglitz when he ran the World Bank after a stint as Clinton’s 
economic advisor.9 This was based on the neoliberal argument that economic 
planning was bad because it was never possible to fully understand the economic 
variables at play in any given situation. Soviet and Keynesian economics suffered 
from the same hubris: that it was possible to know the economy and thereby con-
trol it. Thus development economists argued that economic growth, and optimal 
resource distribution, occurs primarily when no-one is in control of information 
and it is allowed to circulate as freely as possible.

These theories about why information is good for government and national econ-
omies are somewhat different. But they both serve the same purpose of policing 
liberalism’s epistemological fortress. Together, the Truth era’s international de-
velopment policies explained both tyranny and underdevelopment as being not 
about the legacy of colonialism or the Cold War’s proxy wars, but about misman-
agement of information, about endemic cronyism, corruption and authoritarian 
culture.

It’s therefore not at all surprising that Donald Trump’s emergence in US politics 
would immediately inflame fears of some sort of outside influence. Comparisons 
of Trump to a “tin-pot dictator” make the colonial tenor of this anxiety obvious. 
The collective insanity drummed up by Russian interference in US institutions is 
even more telling, where Vladimir Putin represents both the return of both orien-
tal despotism and Soviet information control. But for committed liberals, the real 
existential crisis comes from within–from the inscrutable Midwest, the working 
class–who supposedly vote “against their own interests,” can’t distinguish be-
tween truth and fiction, and are driven by emotion rather than rationality. In the 
American context, Post-Truth is really a story about the collapse of a geographic 
firewall between reason and unreason that liberals have held dear since the be-
ginning of colonialism.

4 Arendt, Hannah 1951. The origins 
of totalitarianism. New York: 
Harcourt Brace.

5 Mehta, Uday Singh. 1999. 
Liberalism and empire: A study in 
nineteenth-century British liberal 
thought. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press.

6 Fukuyama, Francis. 1992. The end 
of history and the last man. New 
York: Free Press.

7 Gottfried, Paul Edward. 2001. 
After liberalism: Mass democracy 
in the managerial state: Princeton 
University Press.

8 https://lareviewofbooks.org/
article/the-blathering-superego-at-
the-end-of-history/

9 World Bank. 1998. World 
Development Report 1998/1999: 
Knowledge for Development. New 
York: Oxford University Press
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None of this is to say that there isn’t something quite frightening occurring in way 
Trump, and other resurgent political movements appear to be using new forms of 
communication in the service of a violent worldview. But I doubt that it is particu-
larly useful to think of this as post-Truth, and certainly not to bemoan STS’s role 
in undermining the status of certain kinds of knowledge. In an earlier contribution 
to this Review,10 Estrid Sørensen reminds us of the longstanding distinction in the 
social study of science, between truth and facts. STS has never had much inter-
est in Truth, per se, except perhaps as a foil for facts. What is frightening about a 
figure like Trump, she argues, is not that he is post-truth, but rather that he doesn’t 
seem concerned with facts. But this should have little effect on social science’s 
commitment to questioning truth politics, even among allies, wherever it occurs. 
As Harman11 usefully points out, one of the greatest political contributions of STS, 
and new materialisms more generally, is to offer us ways to respond in the world 
that don’t fall back on a clear-cut dichotomy between truth politics and power 
politics (or, by extension, between managerial liberalism and fascism). That con-
tribution, it seems to me, is needed now more than ever.

Kregg Hetherington is associate professor in sociology and anthropology at Concordia 
University. He specializes in environment and infrastructure, the bureaucratic state and 
international development in Latin America.  His book, Guerrilla Auditors, is an ethnog-
raphy of peasant land struggles in Paraguay, and of how rural thinking about property 
and information come into conflict with bureaucratic reform projects promoted by in-
ternational experts. His current research focuses on regulation in the soybean boom in 
Latin America’s southern cone is transforming the relationship between states, plants, 
people and territory. 

10 https://easst.net/article/
the-social-order-of-facts-vs-truths/

11 Harman 2014.
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Steve Fuller (2017) argues that STS has set the stage for a post-truth world, but 
has then stepped back, distancing itself from everything post-truth. I’m his prima-
ry target, having explicitly argued for the distance (Sismondo 2017a).

Fuller sets out four “tropes”, for which he credits STS, and labels them “common 
post-truth tropes”. I’ll make a distinction among them, but I argue that none of 
them are common post-truth tropes, and the ones for which STS should take 
credit sit at some considerable distance from the post-truth.

The first of Fuller’s tropes is:

1. Science is what results once a scientific paper is published, not what 
made it possible for the paper to be published, since the actual conduct 
of research is always open to multiple countervailing interpretations. 

In this, Fuller presents us with a version of the old distinction between the context 
of discovery and the context of justification, adding an interpretive twist. This one 
doesn’t belong to or in today’s STS, a field that has invested enormous amounts 
of time to studying the actual conduct of research. While we might join Fuller in 
rejecting any ideas of a scientific method, that is hardly the same thing as re-
jecting as relevant to science everything that occurs before publication. Where 
would he leave STS’s many detailed studies of the practices of scientific research? 
Where would he leave STS’s many detailed studies of the materiality of scientific 
research? Our field integrates materials, tools, practices, infrastructures, rhetorics, 
epistemes, institutions and more, but Fuller’s purposes are served by restricting 
his attention dramatically. Science, for Fuller, appears to be a discursive activity.

Thus the first trope sets the stage for a specific reading of his others. On these, 
I’m happy to agree about the central ideas behind them, and to agree that these 
are distinctively STSish ideas. Let me rewrite them, though, without Fuller’s extrav-
agant flourishes and suggestive asides:

2. Accepted scientific truths are contingent.

3. Consensus is contingent, the result of effort.

4. Normative epistemic categories are contingent.

The way that STS has tended to develop them, this family of important and valua-
ble themes doesn’t amount to an endorsement of or support for a post-truth era. 
The diverse inputs into stable technoscientific orders to which STS pays attention, 
those materials, tools, practices, infrastructures … and more, mean that scientific 
contingency is not at all like the apparent contingency of current popular political 
beliefs. For example, in the current issue of Social Studies of Science, there are 
studies of the practices of handling blood donations (Berner and Björkman 2017), 
valuing life (Hood 2017), and monitoring deforestation (Monteiro and Rajão 2017), 
all of which highlight alternatives. Like most other empirical studies in today’s 
STS, even where these examples focus on interpretation – which they do – they 
attend to skills, tools and infrastructures, as well as established practices, rhetor-
ical moves and professional pressures. The creation of stable technoscientific 
orders is complex.

Meanwhile, as I claimed in the editorial to which Fuller takes exception (Sismondo 
2017a), and somewhat more fully argue in another response to critics (Sismondo 
2017b), the most exemplary episodes of post-truth behaviour involve a narrow 
range of resources – almost entirely discursive – to establish widespread beliefs. 
They involve rumours with emotional appeal, spread via alt-right websites, Twitter 
campaigns, and commentaries on quasi-mainstream media. Although they can 
have durability and lasting effects, it’s interesting that these rumours can collapse 

Not a Very Slippery Slope: A Reply to Fuller

Sergio Sismondo
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as quickly as they arise. The pizzagate conspiracy theory (about a Hillary Clinton-
led sex trafficking ring headquartered in a Washington pizzeria) mostly died when 
a would-be fan tried to investigate it with a high-powered rifle, finding no evidence 
and nearly injuring some of the pizzeria’s patrons. The birther conspiracy theo-
ry (that Barack Obama had been born in Kenya) became sidelined as soon as 
President Obama ceased to have real power.

In a survey of what commentators are writing about post-truth, my research as-
sistant Heather Poechman and I identified five themes, based on our readings of 
the 60 most prominent distinct sites on Google on which commentators char-
acterized the “post-truth” or the “post-truth era” (Sismondo 2017b). These, I sub-
mit, have a better claim to being “common post-truth tropes” than the ones Fuller 
listed:

1. The emotional resonances and feelings generated by statements 
are coming to matter more than their factual basis.

2. Opinions, especially if they match what people already want to be-
lieve, are coming to matter more than facts.

3. Public figures can make statements disconnected from facts, with-
out fear that rebuttals will have any consequences. Significant seg-
ments of the public display an inability to distinguish fact and fiction.

4. Bullshit, casual dishonesty and demagoguery are increasingly ac-
cepted parts of political and public life; this should not, however, be 
confused with ordinary lying, which is nothing new.

5. There has been a loss of power and trust in traditional media, lead-
ing to more fake news, news bubbles and do-it-yourself investigations. 

I am hard-pressed to see why we should connect STS’s emphasis on and careful 
studies of contingency with any of these themes. From the constructedness of 
science to the bullshit of post-truth politics, the slope is long and slight, and, with 
a good pair of walking shoes, not particularly slippery.

Sergio Sismondo teaches in the departments of Philosophy and Sociology at Queen’s 
University, Canada. His current project is on the political economy of pharmaceutical 
knowledge, looking at relations between research and marketing in areas from clinical 
trials through medical education. He is the author of An Introduction to Science and 
Technology Studies (2nd ed. Wiley-Blackwell 2010) and is editor of the journal Social 
Studies of Science.
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Det Teknoantropologiske Laboratorie (TANTlab) på 
Aalborg Universitet i København har siden 2015 fungeret 
som samlingspunkt for arbejdet med digitale metod-
er blandt forskerne på Teknoantropologi, Institut for 
Læring og Filosofi, AAU. TANTlab blev grundlagt med 
afsæt i flere års forudgående arbejde med at forske og un-
dervise i digitale metoder, ikke mindst på bachelor- og kan-
didatuddannelserne i Teknoantropologi på AAU. Samtidig 
blev labbet grundlagt for at facilitere en voksende por-
tefølje af samarbejdsrelationer med aktører uden for 
universitetet. TANTlab har en bevidst legende attitude i 
denne position mellem forskning, undervisning og eksternt 
samarbejde - udtrykt i sloganet ‘den teknoantropologiske 
legeplads’. En fordel ved legeplads-metaforen er, at den 
peger på hvordan man tage indgå i legeaftaler og venska-
ber formet på forskellige måder, hvor der er noget på spil, 
samtidig med at legen er eksplorativ og sjov. Samarbejdet 
med forskellige aktører fremhæver også spørgsmålet om 
hvordan vi som STS-forskere intervenerer i verden med 
vores arbejde. TANTlab arbejder ikke med én rigtig model 
for digitale interventioner, men er et rum hvor praktiske 
erfaringer og refleksioner følges ad. I denne præsentation 
af labbet giver vi fem eksempler på projekter vi har været 
involverede i over de seneste år. Projekterne spænder 
vidt og vidner om forskellige erfaringer med samarbejde 
og intervention - fra en datasprint om fedme med andre 
forskere til en Facebook-drevet intervention i Aalborg 
kommunes proces omkring folkeskolereformen. Således 
håber vi at have illustreret hvad vi mener med at TANTlab 
er en teknoantropologisk legeplads.

TANTlab fact sheet: 

Who: The lab comprises members of the Techno-Anthropology Research Group

What: A digital methods lab that works at the intersection between STS and par-
ticipatory design.

Where: The lab is located at Aalborg University’s Copenhagen campus on A. C. 
Meyers Vænge 15, DK-2450 Copenhagen SV, Denmark.

Follow us

On the Web: www.tantlab.aau.dk 

On Twitter: https://twitter.com/TANTlab 

On Facebook: www.facebook.com/TANTLab/
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Playgrounding Techno-Anthropology

Since 2015, TANTlab has served as hub for experimenta-
tion with digital methods among the researchers in the 
Techno-Anthropology Research Group at the Department 
of Learning and Philosophy. TANTlab was founded on the 
basis of several years work on researching and teaching 
digital methods, not least for the bachelor and master 
programs in Techno-anthropology at AAU. At the same 
time, the lab was founded to facilitate a growing portfo-
lio of collaborative relationships with non-university ac-
tors. TANTlab has adopted a deliberately playful attitude 
in this position between research, teaching and external 
cooperation - expressed in the slogan ‘the techno-anthro-
pological playground’. 

The Techno-Anthropological Laboratory (TANTLab) was founded in 2015 as a 
response to what we saw as a growing need to road test digital methods and 
its associated styles of analysis with non-university partners. Located as part of 
the Techno-Anthropology Research Group at the Department of Learning and 
Philosophy at the University of Aalborg in Copenhagen, and thus part of thriving 
research and educational programmes in STS, we had been developing an inter-
est in digital methods over a period of five years. These methods were relatively 
new to STS, where they had been developed under headings like issue mapping 
and digital controversy analysis (Marres & Rogers 2005, Venturini 2010). At the 
same time, STS more broadly had been asking itself how it means business and 
what kinds of interventions it wants to make. Our intuition was that digital meth-
ods in STS were now coming sufficiently of age to answer some of these ques-
tions more directly and in practice. 

From the very beginning we decided to signpost this mission with two words: lab-
oratory and playground. We called ourselves TANTlab and we adopted the tagline 
The Techno-Anthropological playground. In the following we will try to convey our 
sense of what it means to be a laboratory-playground. 

Labs and serious play

We live in the age of labs. For someone taking an outside look at Academia these 
days, it quite possibly seems as if we’ve all contracted a contagious case of ‘labo-
rangitis’. A new lab springs to life almost on a weekly basis (Smith et al. 2013, Ehn 
et al. 2014). On the relatively small campus of Aalborg University Copenhagen, we 
can think of at least 6 entities that call themselves labs, including a biotech lab, a 
food lab and a lab for physical prototypes.

Visitors coming to the TANTlab are not greeted by classic lab equipment. We 
have no petri dishes or microscopes, no animal models or bunsen burners, 
and no strangely looking blackboxed pieces of equipment. The physical space 
of TANTlab is a relatively conventional place - a room with screens, tables and 
chairs. You will find students mingling with researchers, and academics mingling 
with practitioners. You will hear people claiming to be makers and doers first, 
and thinkers or critics second, people claiming to be designing things, prototyping 
things, exploring and experimenting with things, although often ‘digital’ things that 
are only visible on screens and on large print-outs attached to the walls. 

Mette Simonsen Abildgaard, Andreas Birkbak, Torben Elgaard 
Jensen, Anders Koed Madsen, Anders Kristian Munk
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When you walk down the hallway, you will see the lab’s tagline in bold print on the 
glass wall: the techno-anthropological playground. It is only fair to ask if it is all fun 
and games?

Our response is that laboratories are indeed serious business. But so are play-
grounds. Anybody who remembers being 5 or sending their kids off to kinder-
garden for the first time will know this instinctively. The transition from playing on 
your own, or under the close supervision of an adult, to holding your own against 
peers your own size, age and ferocity is a tough and challenging experience. And 
it takes place on playgrounds.

At the techno-anthropology lab we contribute to a young degree programme – 
only 6 years of age, in the middle of kindergarden, in fact – and we face all sorts of 
formative playground trials all the time. Our students face them in the college bar 
late at night, or at the family dinner, talking to that friend or relative who got into 
anthropology proper or decided to become a doctor: ’So, what exactly is a ”tech-
no-anthropologist”’? They face it at their job interviews and when they negotiate a 
semester project with a company or a public agency.

Our researchers face it when they justify themselves to their colleagues in more 
established disciplines. But they also, and increasingly, face it when they strive 
to translate the societal relevance of their findings and methods. And, not least, 
our collaborators and future employers face it when they have to decide if we are 
worth playing with?

An age old tactic of the playground is of course to rely on your friends and your 
older siblings, if you have any. At the techno-anthropology lab we draw inspiration 
and support from fields like Science and Technology Studies, Digital Methods and 
Co-Design.

The trouble with siblings, however, is that they are not always there. Try walking 
into a job interview and rely on Science and Technology Studies to cover your 
back. It’s not bullet proof.

We – students, researchers, collaborators – need to work actively with how we 
are playgrounding techno-anthropology. That is the idea of the techno-anthropol-
ogy lab.

The benefits of playgrounds

Playgrounding, or playground design, is actually a sprawling professional field 
now. In a recent paper on ”The developmental benefits of playgrounds” Frost et 
al. note that:

“Among the benefits of unstructured outdoor play (…) are the abilities to make 
decisions, work and play within a community of others, and to try out ideas and 
explore the play environment. Also highlighted are the benefits of pretend play, 
which has recently been shown to further the development of brain synaptic con-
nections. (…) “If children lack opportunities to pretend, their long-term capacities 
related to critical thinking, problem solving, and social functioning, as well as to 
academic areas such as literacy, mathematics, and science, may be diminished.” 
(Frost et al. 2004)

That is surely something worth striving for! As a collateral bonus, the authors add 
that:

“Besides the social and academic benefits of play, research indicates that children 
with play opportunities are not likely to be depressed and hostile and generally do 
not exhibit excessive fear, rage, and worry.” (ibid.)

What is not to like?

The crux of the matter seems to be that good playgrounds have to be thought 
through. A little bit of playground history is instructive here. The idea originated in 
Germany in the mid 1800s but only spread at the beginning of the 20th century. 
Here is what president Roosevelt had to say about the matter in 1907:
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“City streets are unsatisfactory playgrounds for children because of the danger, 
because most good games are against the law, because they are too hot in sum-
mer, and because in crowded sections of the city they are apt to be schools of 
crime. Neither do small back yards nor ornamental grass plots meet the needs 
of any but the very small children. Older children who would play vigorous games 
must have places especially set aside for them; and, since play is a fundamental 
need, playgrounds should be provided for every child as much as schools.”

You will notice that there is a classic dilemma lurking between the lines: How do 
you design something that is supposed to afford games, that are vigorous and 
likely to be against the law? Can you even design play?

Actually, we have quite a tradition for it in Denmark. The landscape architect Carl 
Theodor Sørensen pioneered the concept of the adventure playground, or junk 
playground, in the 1940’s. He wanted to create imaginative environments, building 
on the pragmatist ideals of John Dewey. As pointed out by Kozlovsky, in a pa-
per from 2008, it was the imagination of the child, not the architect, what Dewey 
would have called inquiry, that was supposed to unfold. We believe that is a good 
ideal to adhere to for a playground.

Carl Theodor Sørensen later said that: “of all the things I have helped to realise, the 
junk playground is the ugliest; yet for me it is the best and most beautiful of my 
works.” (Kozlovsky 2008: 7)

It seems essential that playgrounding is about coming out. That it is about doing 
things with others, rather than on your own. At the lab we are trying to do that with 
our students, for instance, making sure not only that they work problem based 
– or simply with other people’s problems – in concrete collaborations every se-
mester, but also that this work is sign posted on our website as part of building a 
techno-anthropological identity.

And of course, when you play, you get invited home on play dates. We see this 
as a great opportunity. One of the things we did was to assist the municipality 
of Aalborg in developing a Facebook driven vision for the future of their schools. 
Going to other people’s locations and work spheres means learning to play by 
other people’s rules while honing and fine tuning your own position. The learning 
potentials are enormous, we think.

Often times, and again this is conveniently equivalent to actual playgrounds, this 
learning involves the simultaneous development of our imagination and our mo-
tor skills. At the techno-anthropology lab we work with a range of cutting edge 
techniques for harvesting and analysing large amounts of digital online traces. 
That is an ongoing process of acquiring tools and skills, while constantly main-
taining a critical and imaginative perspective on their potential applications. And 
that is best done in a lab setting. It is together with other people’s problems, so to 
speak, that the strengths and weaknesses of new methods can crystallize.

Styles of play

On playgrounds, including ours, certain styles of play tend to emerge over time. 
Sometimes these styles are clearly demarcated. Kids who play football would 
NEVER join the roleplay with their younger siblings. In our case, the emerging 
styles of play overlap both in terms of participants, tools and ideas. And yet we 
can distinguish at least four different genres. 

Re-tooling ethnography 

This game explores how traditional ethnographic approaches such as interviews 
and participant observation can be enriched or challenged in conversation with 
analysis and visualization of large datasets, and vice versa. 

Participatory Data Design

This game explores how digital methods can enter into collaboration with actors 
who are already substantially engaged in particular fields or issues. We engage 
the actors, whom we call issues experts, to understand the problem of the field, 
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and together we explore. Instead of just looking at data together, we take inspira-
tion from participatory design methods and pursue the idea that decisions about 
datafication, filtering, analysis and visualization are never ‘just’ technical but more 
often where the scope and limitations of the project is laid down and blackboxed. 
We work actively with the data sprint format to facilitate participation in the early 
stages of a data project. 

Media publics and democracy

This game is about assisting democracy. It presumes that new media has a vari-
ety of consequences for democratic practice and the formation of public opinion, 
some of which are adverse. The game is about providing meaningful interven-
tions. It necessitates an ongoing discussion about normative commitments to 
particular styles of public deliberation and the goods that result from such 
commitments.

Critical metrics in organizations

This is a valuation game. It is about providing alternative metrics to help organi-
zations make the quality of their activities visible in new ways. It draws on valua-
tion studies and the sociology of markets to assert that the perception of quality 
depends on the devices available to perform it. Under an evidence based policy 
paradigm, to be critical can arguably be done at a distance or in proximity with the 
business of doing evidence (cf. Latour 2005; Birkbak et al.). This game pursues 
the latter option and embeds with the organization to do evidence in new ways.

Snapshots from the playground

In the following texts we present a set of case examples that illustrate the diversi-
ty of play from our first two years of operation. We have selected them to provide 
a tangible idea of what our playgrounding looks like in practice - the collaborators 
we engage with, the digital tools we deploy, and the emerging styles of play. 
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Five recent play dates

An advantage of the playground metaphor is that it 
comes with the activity of going out on ‘play dates’ and 
developing friendships. In such playful relationships, 
there is always something at stake, but the interaction 
is also fun and inherently exploratory. In the following, 
we take a tour of five recent collaborative projects that 
the TANTlab has participated in. The projects differ wide-
ly and testify to different experiences with collaboration 
and intervention - from a data print on obesity with other 
researchers to a Facebook-driven intervention in Aalborg 
municipality’s primary school reform. Thus, we aim to il-
lustrate what we mean by TANTlab as a techno-antropo-
logical playground.

Re-tooling cultural research on Instagram

A visit to the playground inevitably entails that one kid that brought along a cool 
new toy. She or he will usually succeed in getting the attention of most of the 
playground - for a while at least. While new toys, or tools, may cause frustration 
as they inevitably disturb the way play used to unfold, they can also lead to exper-
iments that merge familiar games with new ways of playing. In our introduction, 
this genre of laboratory play was given the headline ‘Re-tooling ethnography’.

An example of such work is a data sprint in 2015 where we worked with an in-
terdisciplinary group of researchers from the Governing Obesity project at the 
University of Copenhagen (http://go.ku.dk/) on how to appropriate the social 
medium Instagram as a tool for cultural analysis. A theoretical point of depar-
ture was the notion ‘obesogenic environment’ as “the sum of influences that the 
surroundings, opportunities, or conditions of life have on promoting obesity in 
individuals or populations” (Swinburn et al. in 1999), which has led to researchers 
study which and how everyday settings and practices relate to obesity. We drew 
on a harvest of 82,449 geo-tagged instagrams from the five local authorities in 
England that reported the lowest average BMI, and five that reported the highest.

In a subsequent paper on the sprint (Munk et al, 2016), we presented three sug-
gestions for how Instagram data can be of use for cultural research on obesity. 
The two first approaches entailed traditional ways of conceptualizing the obe-
sogenic environment. The first by encouraging researchers to view ’Instagram as 
a camera’ - as a way of gaining visual information about the environmental factors 
that might influence individuals. The second by approaching ’Instagram as part of 
the environment’ - as part of user’s everyday practices, almost inevitably leading 
to field research beyond the medium to gain information on how Instagram gives 
and holds meaning in everyday life.

The third approach, however, suggests that it is impossible to understand 
Instagram and its users as separate from their environments. Practices such as 
composing photos, tagging and commenting are not just content production, but 
analytical practices performed by Instagram’s users, thus working with ’Instagram 
as analyst’. We therefore moved from an exploration of the productions of individ-
ual users to an exploration of co-occurring hashtags (that occur in the same post). 
In such an exploration, a network of hashtag relations was generated, where the 
tags were interpreted as part of different communities.

Mette Simonsen Abildgaard, Andreas Birkbak, Torben Elgaard 
Jensen, Anders Koed Madsen, Anders Kristian Munk
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The fi gure above shows such a network of co-occurring Instagram hashtags in 
the fi ve high BMI areas. Nodes are colored by local authority (grey nodes repre-
senting occurrence in multiple authorities) and sized by degree (representing vol-
ume of co-occurrences with other hashtags). The graph was spatialized in Gephi 
with a force vector algorithm, showing communities of hashtags frequently used 
together as visually clustered. Especially those hashtags that were ‘media-syn-
cratic’, i.e. used across all ten areas, proved an interesting qualitative context that 
speaks to a difference in what is instagrammable (deserving of these tags) be-
tween geographic sites. The approach provided a promising alternative method 
for obesity research on Instagram in a cultural analytical context. 
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m aking thE valuE of finE art viSiblE: 

a dataSprint with thE royal thEatEr 

In August 2016, we did a one-week datas print with The Royal Theater of 
Copenhagen. The background of the sprint was that the theater experienced a 
shift in the way they could account for the worth of fi ne arts in negotiations with 
politicians and sponsors. Whereas stories and anecdotes had previously been 
suffi cient, the employees found themselves increasingly challenged to ’show’ their 
value. For instance, it was no longer enough to claim that the Theater ”occupied a 
specifi c place in the culture landscape” and had specifi c ”emotional bonds to its 
audience”. 
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The aim of the data sprint was to experiment with new ways of datafying such 
claims. Since both claims are relational – they say something about The Royal 
Theater’s position in a broader landscape – we thought that digital methods 
might offer more interesting forms of visibilities than the focus group, which the 
employees had previously worked with. More specifically, we thought that a vis-
ualization of the way Copenhagen’ culture users interact with Facebook content 
on culture, would be an interesting foundation for seeing relations in new ways.

At the sprint we tried out different ways of crafting a dataset that could underpin 
such a visualization. One of the prototypes comprised all posts and user inter-
actions (such as likes, shares and comments) from the Facebook-pages of 550 
cultural institutions in Copenhagen. We turned these interactions into a network 
of posts connected by shared user activity (shown to the left in the figure below). 
Each node represents a post and are colored by the page they were posted on 
(e.g. all pages from the music venue VEGA are orange). Nodes are connected if 
the same user has liked, commented or shared them and are stronger connected 
if this is the case for more users. 

When interpreting the network we found that the cultural users on Facebook 
seems to be fall into the six clusters of interest written on top of the map. We 
thought of these as ’post-demographic’ segmentations of these users because 
they are build on interactions – not demographic variables.

A central part of the sprint was to use this map to ask questions and use qua-
li-quantitative methods to zoom in on other interesting aspects of the network. 
The close connection between the jazz audience and the maker-space was, 
for instance, surprising and required attention. It is in such ’conversations’ with 
data that new visibilities can stimulate new modes of thinking and new forms of 
valuation. 

For instance, the interaction with data made it clear that the employees of the 
Royal Theater sometimes had diverging interpretations of the cultural scene. 
Such differences became visible in mundane practices such a s pointing to places 
on the map, where they expected a specific cultural institution to appear.

TANT-Lab Publications on this sprint and the link between digital methods and 
valuation
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inquiry: Approaching learning and knowing in digital transformation.
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Justesen L, Madsen AK and Mouritsen J (eds) Making Things Valuable. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. Pp. 257-277
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The Twitter-thing

Parliaments could seem to be highly issue-agnostic places. All sorts of problems 
move in and out. But issues make cuts. Some parliamentarians become attached 
to specific issues.

What if the parliament was approached not as a representation device for the 
national population, but as an assembly of multiple and constantly transforming 
issue-oriented publics? What kinds of issues come to the fore, how long does this 
last, and who associate themselves with them?

The aim of the Twitter-thing is to trace the cuts issues make in a parliament. Each 
time a parliamentarian use a hashtag in a tweet, a link is created between that 
hashtag and the parliamentarian. The tool then generates a network visualiza-
tion showing how parliamentarians group around topics and issues. The version 
shown in the screenshot below was developed in collaboration with the Danish 
newspaper Politiken, which featured the tool and accompanying articles on its 
website in 2016.

The resulting ‘issue publics’ – or things in the sense of a collective aroused by an 
issue – are also ‘data publics’ because they are not necessarily aware of them-
selves as publics. At the same time, it is possible to self-select membership of 
these publics by using a specific hashtag. This raises the question of what feed-
back loops are at work between visualizations and those being visualized. How 
might a tool like the Twitter-thing change (parliamentary) politics? More generally, 
the tool prompts us to think about the fate of issues in institutionalized democracy.

The Twitter-thing invites users to explore these questions by making the network 
available in an interactive format that makes it possible to zoom, search for par-
ticular politicians, parties or hashtags, narrow down the network, and follow it 
over time. It is part of ongoing efforts in digital methods to develop ‘datascape’ 
navigation tools.

Link to the interactive online tool: http://twitterting.cadm.dk/

Built with the Actor-Network NAvigator (ANna): 				  
https://github.com/bornakke/ANna

Publications

Birkbak A, Bornakke T and Papazu I. (2017) The Twitter-thing: Retooling the par-
liament into issue publics. Exhibition presented at the Data Publics Conference, 
Lancaster, Great Britain. 31/03/2017 - 02/04/2017.
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Responses to Airbnb: public issues and emerging policies

The rise of the collaborative economy has attracted a lot of interest in recent 
years, not least in relation to travel and tourism, with companies like Airbnb and 
Uber in the rise. In 2016, TANTlab participated in the production of a report on 
the topic to the European Commission. The project was headed by the Tourism 
Research Unit (TRU) at Aalborg University Copenhagen and involved researching 
and writing a so-called ‘impulse paper,’ which provides academic input to the de-
cision-making process in Brussels. 

The thrust of the TANT-Lab contribution was to utilize digital methods to map 
issues related to the rise of services like Airbnb. Airbnb is the most prominent ex-
ample of how a shift towards a collaborative economy is changing tourism. A key 
question for the EU commission is how cities respond to this development, how 
they monitor and regulate this new type of business, and how they cope with or 
attempt to benefit from the new developments. Recently, services like Airbnb and 
Uber have caused a range of controversies, also in Europe. 

In the impulse paper, we explore the issues that have arisen in four major European 
tourist destinations: Amsterdam, Barcelona, Berlin and Paris. We constructed data 
sets from Airbnb reviews, from Facebook, and from the news database Proquest. 
Based on the semantic analysis software Cortext, developed for research purpos-
es by IFRIS and INRA in France, we constructed maps of the ‘issue spaces’ related 
to Airbnb and visualized how the four different cities were positioned differently 
in the maps. 

The discussions and controversies in Paris and Amsterdam turned out to be as-
sociated more with tax issues, while Berlin focused more on land use regulation, 
and Barcelona was more strongly associated with an innovation agenda than the 
other cities. Each city is represented by its own cell in the visualization above, 
which uses a heat map technique in Cortext to show how each individual city is 
related to the overall issue space. The visualization was published as part of the 
40-page report, which can be downloaded (link below) and consulted for a closer 
look at the visualization and the datasets and techniques behind it.

Publications 

Dredge D, Gyimóthy S, Birkbak A, Elgaard Jensen T and Madsen AK (2016) The im-
pact of regulatory approaches targeting collaborative economy in the tourism ac-
commodation sector: Barcelona, Berlin, Amsterdam and Paris. Brussels: European 
Commission. 
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Engaging stakeholders in the implementation 
of a new school reform

How do you engage citizens and stakeholders in developing a crowdsourced policy 
for the future of the public school system in a municipality? This was the challenge 
facing local politicians in Aalborg, Northern Denmark, when they approached the 
TANT-Lab together with the consultancy AGORA. It had been decided in advance 
that the process would have to involve the social media platforms where citizens 
were already making the school their matter of concern - in this case Facebook 
- but it was unclear how a messy social media conversation could be fruitfully 
hardwired into more traditional citizen techniques for public engagement.

Throughout the fall of 2014 we helped the municipality collect and organize in-
teresting conversations from their Facebook page and gradually cultivated a 
practice of users hashtagging their contributions, according to the themes the 
discussion had a bearing on, as well as the types of stakeholders involved in it. 
A school teacher might for example hashtag a post about physical activity in the 
classroom #physicalactivity #classroom #teacher allowing us to identify emerg-
ing thematic clusters in the debate and emerging relations between particular 
stakeholder groups and themes. 

In early 2015 the municipality invited 1600 teachers, pedagogues, managers, stu-
dents and other staff to a day of collaborative work at one of the major sports 
arenas in Aalborg. Based on our experiences from the more open ended online 
conversations in the preceding months we devised a short catalogue of best prac-
tices when hashtagging Facebook inputs. Organised around 150 tables the partic-
ipants were then asked to collectively author visionstatements for the future, post 
them and discuss them.

The result of this work was a database of approximately 1.000 vision statements 
hashtagged by their authors according to their themes. From the data we iden-
tified a number of overarching thematic clusters and central hashtags that were 
deemed necessary to include in a crowdsourced political vision for the schools. 
Based around this analysis the database with the full statements was made avail-
able and explorable to the 150 school leaders who would sit down and formulate 
the eventual 2-page policy document outlining the vision.

The process proved an interesting experience for the researchers involved. A ma-
jor reform of the school system in Denmark had preceded the vision process in 
Aalborg, and the topic was still sparking intense controversy, both locally and na-
tionally. One important feature of opening up a conversation on Facebook was 
that the roaming issue-public that had sparked around the national reform found 
a temporary forum in which to express itself. Another and somewhat contradicto-
ry effect of these controversies was the considerable political potential with which 
the conversation was charged, and the implications this had for those participat-
ing in the discussion. It was not without consequence to make your voice public 
under such circumstances. These and other reflections are currently the topic of 
several paper projects in the lab.

Anders Kristian Munk and Anders 
Koed Madsen present the first 
results of the hashtagged Facebook 
conversation between 1600 school 
stakeholders in Gigantium Aalborg 
on January 8th 2015.
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Dr. Mette Simonsen Abildgaard is a cultural analyst working within Cultural Studies, 
Sound Studies and STS. She focuses on the historical socio-material significance of 
communication technologies in everyday life, and is supported in her current work by a 
research grant from the Danish Council for Independent Research. She is a Postdoc in 
the Techno-Anthropology group at the University of Aalborg in Copenhagen and a mem-
ber of the TANT-Lab executive committee. http://personprofil.aau.dk/136298

Torben Elgaard Jensen is professor in Techno-Anthropology and STS Aalborg University. 
He is heading the Techno-Anthropology Research Group. With inspiration from STS he 
has a broad interest in innovation and knowledge construction practices. His recent 
work focuses on user-driven innovation and the transformative effects of using digital 
methods in STS. He is the co-editor of ‘The New Production of User: Changing innova-
tion collectives and involvement strategies’ (Routledge 2016, with Sampsa Hyysalo and 
Nelly Oudshoorn).

Anders Kristian Munk is associate professor in Techno-Anthropology and director of the 
TANT-Lab. His research interests include controversy analysis and controversy map-
ping, digital methods in ethnographic contexts, and the interface between democracy 
and expertise. He holds a D.Phil. in geography from the University of Oxford and has 
worked as a visiting research fellow at the SciencesPo médialab.

Anders Koed Madsen is associate professor in Techno-Anthropology and member of 
the TANT-Lab executive committee. His research is among other things concerned with 
digital methods, the re-organization of public engagement in contemporary media en-
vironments and the use of new forms of data to guide organizational decision making. 
He holds a PhD in Organization Studies (CBS), an MSc in Communication & New Media 
Studies (University of Illinios at Chicago), and BSc in Philosophy and Political Science 
(Uni. of Copenhagen).

Andreas Birkbak is an Assistant Professor in the Techno-Anthropology Research Group 
at Aalborg University (AAU) in Copenhagen. His research is on technologies in/of democ-
racy, public engagement, and (digital) media. He holds a PhD in Science and Technology 
Studies (AAU), an MSc in Social Science of the Internet (Oxford), and a BSc+MSc in 
Sociology (Uni. of Copenhagen).
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Journal “Sociology of Science and 
Technology”:  

a Russian Platform from Conventional Social 
Studies to STS 

The Russian-based journal “Sociology of Science and Technology” (SST) aims at 
international visibility and welcomes contributions in social and interdisciplinary studies of 
science and technology worldwide. SST develops a network of authors and reviewers and 
often experiments with special issues and guest editors in order to facilitate international 
discussion accessible to both Russian and non-Russian readers. The journal follows current 
turns in Russian social studies to science and technology studies (STS) and represents both 
conventional and new research agendas. 

The SST journal is a quarterly professional journal, published both in Russian and in 
English. It was established in 2009 by the St. Petersburg branch of the S.I. Vavilov Institute 
for the History of Natural Science and Technology at the Russian Academy of Sciences, in 
collaboration with the “Nestor-Istoriya” publishing house. SST was designed as a platform for 
social scientists and researchers and to experiment with formats in addition to more classical 
types of publications. Despite its Russian-based origins, the journal strives for global 
recognition: the editorial advisory board includes scholars not only from Russia but also from 
European, Asian, and American countries. The journal collaborates closely, and develops 
partnerships, with related institutions and organizations, including international professional 
associations such as the International Sociological Association’s Research Committee 23 for 
the Sociology of Science and Technology. SST is now on its way to becoming an international 
publication platform following recognition in Russian journal rankings. It is experiencing a 
‘rebirth’, in terms of technological changes and transfer to a new platform, in order to become 
more visible and appropriate for English-speaking audiences. 

SST was intended as a platform for social scientists and researchers dealing with the 
issues of sociology, history, philosophy, and the anthropology of science and technology in 
general, and STS in particular. In order to serve the purposes and demands of the professional 
community and to remain on the cutting edge of STS trends, it is relatively flexible with 
formats and thematic issues. Traditionally, it collects theoretical and research articles, 
assembles topical issues and special editions, publishes conference papers, book reviews, 
conference reports, roundtables conversations, and interviews with scientists and researchers, 
as well as other open-ended contributions.  

The major focus of SST is the social and interdisciplinary study of science and 
technology across a huge range of approaches, methodologies, and empirical results. The 
scope of topics includes problems of science and technology located in various areas, 
including: science, technology and society; science policy and science communication; 
science and education; technology and innovations; scientometrics and science governance; 
technological development and technology transfer; professional communities of scientists 
and academic mobility; gender issues in science and technology; social effects of 
technologies; the social role and status of scientists; and the sociology of knowledge and 
studies of expertise. The relatively recent (in Russia) turn to STS has facilitated the spread of 
interest in non-conventional and experimental writings, though the most frequent sections are 
still devoted to the history of science, science policy in Russia and abroad, scientific 
knowledge production, empirical studies, interviews with scientists, scientific life notes, and 
the first steps for young researchers. 

The last special issue (No 4, 2015) gathered papers from the first St. Petersburg seminar 
which was organized by the Section for Sociology of Science and Technology at the St. 
Petersburg Association for Sociologists. The idea of the seminar was to bring together 
researchers from various institutions to represent the scope of studies and to facilitate future 
collaborations. There were eight articles devoted to information technologies, networks and 
flows, state and innovations, material objects in everyday interactions, comparative analysis 
of Latour and Lyotard, trust in science, and scientific boundaries. Other special issues have 
been devoted to “25 Years of Sociological Education in Russia” (No 2, 2014), “Russian-
Chinese Seminar on the History of Science” (No 1, 2013), “Science, Technology and Social 
Processes in India: Sociological Discourses” (No 4, 2012), or the 100th anniversary of Robert 
Merton’s birth (No 4, 2010). 

Our readers are students and scholars in STS, sociology, anthropology, history, and the 
philosophy of science and technologies; researchers dealing with various aspects of science 
functioning and technological development, governing of science and technology, and 
academic life and relationships with industry and government. Practitioners and policy-
makers might also be interested in the journal articles, as they often represent the analytical 
and critical perspective of the current state of affairs in terms of science policy.  

As the SST journal is on its way towards increased international visibility, it invites 
participation from a larger professional community of scholars working in the area of science 
and technology studies. The journal welcomes research in the areas of social and 
interdisciplinary studies of science and technology. Papers analyzing national aspects of 
science and technology development might be especially interesting in the framework of 
comparative studies. The SST journal seeks submissions that engage with traditional and 
shaping matters and welcomes participation in an ambitious plan – to construct a bridge 
between the global agenda in STS and its locally driven contributions with a Russian flavor. 

Original manuscripts (either in English or in Russian) can be submitted via e-mail 
directly to the editor (school_kugel@mail.ru). Author guidelines are available on the official 
web-site. 

LILIIA ZEMNUKHOVA 

PhD in Sociology,  
Senior Research Fellow at the Sociological Institute of 
the Russian Academy of Sciences, Research Fellow at 

the Center for Science and Technology Studies, 
European University at St. Petersburg,   

the President of the St. Petersburg Association for 
Sociologists. St. Petersburg, Russia; 

e-mail: l.zemnukhova@gmail.com
!
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Living infrastructures in cities and beyond

The notion of infrastructure became popular in STS literature in the 2000s and in 
the 2010s (fig. 1). Its popularity might be explained by its relevance to many urban 
and non-urban systems and networks, at the same it usually demands focusing 
on particular empirical case-study. 

Infrastructural choreography of STS scholars 

Fig. 1. Frequency of keyword 
“infrastructure” in comparison 
with other keywords in STS 
literature. Source: Own elaboration 
based on Scopus Database 
and Science Scape tools by the 
Medialab, Science Po. URL: http://
tools.medialab.sciences-po.fr/
sciencescape/

Infrastructure addresses big urban and technological projects like power net-
works (T. Hughes), as well as situational interactions between people and things 
(S. Star, G. Bowker). Infrastructure simultaneously covers the fields of urban stud-
ies showing the importance of the processes of privatization, neoliberalization 
and hybridization of city spaces (S. Graham, M. Gandy, S. Collier), informational 
technology studies addressing issues of scale, connectedness, categorization, 
and accessibility of information (G. Bowker, S. Star), mobility studies that tackle 
with the questions of flows, frictions, connectivity, and also the everyday experi-
ence of spaces and places, and many others (J. Urry, P. Adey). This kind of multi-
plicity of the notion of infrastructure makes it fresh and heuristically useful (?) for 
thinking the contemporary city and beyond. 

Dancing with the Western infrastructural ideal

With all these thoughts in mind, a group of scholars from Volgograd and Saint 
Petersburg (Russia) with the support of Volgograd State University and European 
University at Saint Petersburg organized the international conference “Living 
Infrastructures: Beyond Global North and Global South”, which took place in 
Volgograd on April 27-28, 2017. The topic itself was devised during a previous 
workshop in Volgograd when several scholars questioned the position of urban 
infrastructures in Russia with regard to the Western infrastructural ideal. Based on 
the ideas of scholars from the so-called “second wave” of infrastructural studies, 
who criticized the normativity and the Western-centrism of infrastructure concepts 
in the articles and books of the STS cannon, we sought to articulate the specificity 
of Russian cases, as well as to emphasize the diversity of infrastructures all over 
the world. The idea was not only to de-colonize infrastructural studies extending 
them to Russian cases, but to show the delicate relations between people and 

Nikolay Rudenko, Liliia Zemnukhova
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the everyday things they are engaged with. “Living infrastructures” became thus 
a metaphor to remind scholars that infrastructures are dynamic and surprising, 
simultaneously resilient and fragile. They are ecologically mutually dependent on 
other life forms. They are not invulnerable or “eternal beings”, as social scientists 
of Durkheimian denomination thought of societies. They confront risks to their 
continued existence and have sometimes their own life.

The logo of the conference – the “dancing bridge” in Volgograd – might be seen 
as the symbol of the living infrastructures idea (fig. 2).

Fig. 2. The Volgograd “dancing 
bridge”. Source: the design logo 
created by the Volgograd team for 
the conference.

Volgograd’s “dancing bridge” was under construction for 13 years and it connects 
the central part of the city, very busy and intense one, with the natural outskirts 
of Volgograd floodplain, establishing a fast connection between different parts of 
regions at the cost of harming the subtle ecology of the floodplain. Notably, after 
the construction, the bridge began to “dance”, that is, oscillate because of wind 
conditions that created a lot of authority concerns and people’s rumors (look at 
the bridge here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WEQrt_w7gN4). It became 
an important tourist attraction of Volgograd, although some days after the danc-
ing, with the help of Swiss and German engineers (sic!), the oscillation was sta-
bilized. In this way, the common infrastructural urban object became important 
part of Volgograd hybrid ecology, its urban narratives and global technological 
connections.
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Organizing and blogging!

Preparing the conference, the organizers decided to “build” a temporary digital 
infrastructure to liven up an interest in the forthcoming event. The idea was to 
create a special blog on the Wordpress platform, where different topics around 
the infrastructures could be exposed (https://livinginfrastructures.wordpress.
com/about/). The team posted little essays on bicycle mobility, kids smart tech-
nological infrastructure, innovation infrastructure, anthropology of infrastructures, 
the influence of mega-events on urban infrastructures, childbirth infrastructures 
in Russian central and peripheral regions, and also on the topic of how the urban 
infrastructure elicit affects and emotions from the citizens. All these essays were 
disseminated in social media and helped to attract the attention of different schol-
ars and activists to the conference issues. The blog platform attracted hundreds 
of website visitors.

The infrastucturation of the world

The conference gathered scholars across Russia, India, Bulgaria, Germany, 
Sweden, and the UK. It was the first STS-oriented conference focused on the topic 
of infrastructure in Russia ever. The conference was opened with a keynote on 
“Infrastructuring Mobile Utopia: Global Challenges, Global Responses” by Prof. 
Monika Büscher (Centre for Mobilities Research,​ Lancaster University) (fig 3). 
She analyzed cases of material infrastructural breakdown and digital humanitar-
ianism when people converged online to restructure absent governmental. The 
presentation raised a range of important issues of mobile utopia and dystopia 
in equipped smart cities, digital and immaterial infrastructure, reflexive resilience 
in the context of sharing data and the precarity, and creativity in the process of 
infrastructurization. Three modes were suggested to develop the argument of re-
flexive resilience – archaeology, ontology, and architecture, in order to contribute 
to the discussion on relational infrastructure and posthuman relational ethics. 

Fig. 3. Monica Büscher gives a 
lecture on the mobile infrastructures 
that are enacted in the time of 
societal crises. Source: Lyoubov 
Torlopova.
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Ivan Tchalakov (PAST-Center, Tomsk State University / University of Plovdiv) 
opened the second day with his talk “Ships, Channels, Gravity Wells and Valleys: 
Towards Deep Space Infrastructures” (fig. 4). The examples of SpaceX and ULA 
were redefined through Latour’s restored symmetry as transportation for human 
and nature and as a conquest of the resources to become an infrastructure for the 
space-scape and interplanetary network. Tchalakov also discussed new private 
projects that might advance space industry further. 

Both keynote lectures revolved around the questions of new and only anticipated 
infrastructures that should be delicately and intensely investigated by the STS 
scholars, using conceptual resources from philosophy, activism and social stud-
ies of science and technology. 

The main topic of the conference was devoted to mobility infrastructures. The 
session “Mobilities Infrastructures: Speeding Up the Slow, Slowing Down the Fast” 
gathered scholars interested in changing practices of urban dwellers, the Russian 
subdued forms of mobility called “marshrutki”, the social infrastructures of public 
transport, the ambiguity of bicycle infrastructure, bike sharing systems in Russian 
big cities, and children “smart” mobilities. The multiplicity of the topics challenged 
participants to ponder upon the possibility to assemble the cases under the head 
of the mobility infrastructure notion. At the same time, it became very apparent 
that mobility is an important part of any infrastructures since it makes informa-
tional or material units pass through. How to create the infrastructure in such 
a way to make easier and comfortable to transit units, and at the same time to 
make people who use this infrastructure to feel comfortable and not alienated – it 
is a very important question.

The session “Urban infrastructure” drew attention to the relations between city 
and infrastructure. Participants demonstrated their interest in the influence of pol-
itics and policy on urban infrastructures, the access to the latter and the regime of 
uses. Many Russian cities represent cases of infrastructures with the centralized 

Fig. 4. Ivan Tchalakov on the division 
between the governmental and 
private space programs.
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logic of a planned economy. Despite contemporary neoliberalism scholars’ em-
phasis on privatized and splintering infrastructures, we may find a lot of examples 
of path-dependent urban infrastructure, which follows the old and very obsolete 
logic of planned economy. It opens up the space for thinking about the very prin-
ciples of urban infrastructure development.

In the session devoted to digital infrastructures, speakers problematized the re-
lations between online and offline: how the space-based digital games connect 
to the body, perception, and the social order of city; how visualization and simu-
lations of existing and anticipated infrastructures make work with the city space, 
and help to construct more comfortable and participative infrastructure. The 
question of representativity also penetrated the issue of media infrastructure in 
the game development for gamers’ imagination and anticipation of the cultural 
product itself.

The “Infrastructured Bodies” session tackled with the biopolitical question of a 
seamless connection between sociomaterial infrastructures and bodies. The 
speakers demonstrated how infrastructure matters when certain policies and ex-
tensive spatiality affect professional work, patients’ access and abilities and how 
particular enactments of diseases involve people through mobile applications 
and handmade infrastructures, where technology becomes secondary to knowl-
edge exchange and accumulation.

Finally, the “Infrastructure Theories” session grasped all the previous insights into 
the concepts of infrastructure with all their range. Forgotten sociological classic 
Ferdinand Tönnies was considered to be a pioneer in logics of translation (con-
nection of wills) and assemblage (collectives), dealing with a paradox of things as 
objects in relations of possession and capital. Bruno Latour’s material semiotics 
with the focus on operations of shifting (shifting-in, -out, -up, down) was consid-
ered an important resource for thinking of infrastructures as a type of relation and 
not as a set of things. 

Fig. 5. The participants of the 
conference, who have enacted the 
infrastructures in the Global North 
and South for the two days of the 
conference.
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Nikolay Rudenko is a senior research fellow at the Sociological Institute of Russian 
Academy of Science. His work focuses on the intersection of digital networks, urban 
space and the mobile politics.

Liliia Zemnukhova is a sociologist, senior research fellow at the Sociological Institute 
of the Russian Academy of Sciences, research fellow at the Center for Science and 
Technology Studies, European University at St. Petersburg, and the President of the St. 
Petersburg Association for Sociologists

Make them live!

Monika Buscher from the Lancaster University told about how in situations of 
risk or accidents people start to help each other and make their own living infra-
structure that are sometimes more effective than already created and established 
state and municipal infrastructures. The notion of living infrastructure could be 
also told about the conference participation as a special infrastructure when peo-
ple all around the world gathered to talk about the different cases of infrastructure 
and by this created temporal emotional and narrative infrastructure to make infra-
structure be living longer in the minds of scholars. Geoffrey Bowker and Stephen 
C. Slota in the brand new “Handbook of Science and Technology Studies” named 
their chapter “How infrastructure matter?”. We believe that the conference “Living 
Infrastructures Beyond Global North and Global South” in Volgograd advanced 
further another vital question: “How to think and talk on infrastructures as a living 
matter?”. 
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Invested with ideals ranging from ‘the smart city’, ‘evidence-based policy’, ‘algo-
rithmic governance’, ‘citizen science’, or ‘hack-tivism’, sensors have been widely 
foregrounded in contemporary debates about the role of digital technologies in 
addressing the big political challenges of our time. The idea of a workshop on the 
politics of sensing developed in discussions with our colleagues at the Munich 
Centre for Technology in Society (MCTS) about the need to take on the political 
and ethical challenges emerging in data-driven approaches to dealing with public 
issues and to challenge narrowly reductive and positivist accounts of ‘big data’ 
and informational politics. 

The workshop was developed with three broad motivations: first, to address the-
oretical questions about how concepts of sensing might be used to freshly prob-
lematize recent political debates about the shape of public space and ‘data power’ 
in digital societies? Second, to bring together researchers in security studies to-
gether with participatory and environmental researchers to explore opportunities 
for collaboration between these fields. And, lastly, and somewhat opportunist on 
our part, to invite a diverse range of researchers and engineers who themselves 
are experimenting with sensors to Munich to explore with them whether and 
how the ‘proliferation of sensors’ might open up inventive approaches to social 
research.

Through invited keynotes given by Geoffrey Bowker and Jennifer Gabrys, we 
aimed to put into dialogue two leading figures in the social study of digital de-
vices and data infrastructures. Both speakers engaged with the ways in which 
sensors not only produce ‘raw data’ but also often problematise the relation be-
tween epistemic practices and their environments. Addressing the politics and 
ontology of data infrastructures, Geoffrey Bowker turned to a provocation from 
a Business Week article claiming that “the earth will don an electronic skin”, mo-
bilizing this fantastic-sounding proposition as a critical resource for attending to 
controversies around the uses and abuses of personal data. Rather than reduc-
ing the politics of personal data to issues about the rights of private individuals, 
Bowker proposed that researchers engage with how such controversies can also 
provoke reorderings between politics and its environments. Attacking the ‘mis-
placed concretism’ of epistemologies of ‘big data’, Bowker argued against falling 

Sensor Publics 
Report from a workshop on the politics of 
sensing and data infrastructures

Laurie Waller, Nina Witjes

Sensor Publics took place at the Munich Centre for 
Technology in Society, 5-7 April 2017. The workshop 
brought together researchers studying and working with 
sensing technologies to address the political and ethical 
challenges emerging in data-driven approaches to deal-
ing with public issues. Encompassing diverse approaches 
from STS, security studies, participatory and environmen-
tal sensing, and political theory, the workshop sought to 
problematize recent political debates about the shape of 
public space and ‘data power’ in digital societies, and to 
explore the affordances of sensing technologies for in-
ventive approaches to social research. 
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into the trap of naturalising relations between digital infrastructures and particular 
forms of social and political order. In her keynote on environment data and data 
citizenships, Jennifer Gabrys discussed her work in the “CitizenSense” project by 
prototyping two devices, the dustbox and frackbox, and working with groups of 
activists to deploy them in particular environmental controversies. Highlighting 
problems around the calibration of many ‘off-the-shelf’ sensors, she drew atten-
tion to the complex data landscapes in which professional and amateur sensing 
practices take shape and intervene. Outlining a Whitehead-inspired conception 
of “environmental data”, Gabrys argued that the instrumenting of the planet with 
sensors not only brings environmental issues into politics but can also repose 
citizenship as an environmental problem. 

Over two days, presenters engaged with a range of issues implicating sensing 
technologies and politics. The city as a setting where sensing projects are pub-
licly tested, was explored by Nona Schulte-Roemer, Sara Degli Esposti, Claudio 
Colletta, Alexander Pólvora, Leslie Mabon and Gerard Jan Ritsema van Eck. A 
range of these papers addressed the role of sensing technologies in processes 
of public experimentation, in which urban infrastructure become sites for demon-
strating the “eco-city” or “smart city”. Many highlighted that experiments with 
sensors can, in different ways, provide occasions that problematize the urban 
environment as a setting of political engagement; often indirectly resonating with 
Gabry’s proposal to understand citizenship as an environmental problem. Schulte-
Roemer, for instance, highlighted the ways in which urban sensing projects can 
perform infrastructure such as street lights as multivalent in their relation to public 
space and not only mere instruments for governing it. Indeed, a similar point was 
made by Coletta who discussed an experiment with a sensor-network deployed 
in Dublin, highlighting - in contrast to reductive accounts of urban experiments as 
mere ‘scalable’ procedures - that the such experiments rarely domesticate infra-
structure in the ‘low-cost’ way city authorities envisage and can effect the “acci-
dental” emergence of unforeseen urban problems and publics. The provocation of 
urban publics was proposed as an active participatory design strategy by Claudia 
Mendes and Hannah Varga in their workshop on ‘prototyping publics’, in which 
they tested a workshop method to engage groups of citizens with the implemen-
tation of a ‘smart city’ sensor installation project in Munich. Pólvora too highlight-
ed that ‘bottom up’ citizen science projects can not only be used to construct an 
‘evidence-base’ for policy, but can stimulate broader engagements between art, 
design and technology in addressing issues such as urban air quality. 

In contrast to such post-instrumental understandings of public experiment, a range 
of papers highlighted that urban sensing trials can in other cases perform more 
familiar modes of government and privatisation that have long been associated 
with the technocratic approaches of city management. Many of the presentations 
understood data produced in urban sensing projects as often highly biased and 
asymmetric in its political uses, highlighting how ‘data-driven’ initiatives can dis-
place and marginalise issues such as urban poverty, community development or 
public ownership. Mobile apps encouraging users to report where and when they 
feel they are in an insecure or threatening environment, offer a powerful example 
for the manifold and contingent entanglements of sensors, publics and urban se-
curity. As Gerard van Eck has shown, this crowdsourced open-sourced content 
not only stigmatizes streets or neighborhoods (with all the socio-economic im-
plications) but can be valuable for law enforcement agencies in deciding where 
to target resources. Raising questions on how to overcome what van Eck called 
an “evidence-based stigma”, Nikolaus Pöchacker also outlined how sensing in the 
field of predictive policing already assumes attributes connected to imaginations 
of (in)security where the data is given a specific voice through a complex appara-
tus of sensing and sense-making. 

Questions about relations between ‘local’ sensing experiments and ‘global’ data 
apparatuses were addressed by several presenters. Christopher Wood´s work, 
situated at the intersection of artistic and scientific practices, focused on mak-
ing geospatial infrastructures visible through experimenting with breakdown and 
infrastructural inversion in the built environment. Wood’s trails of satellite tracking 
apps with different collectives played with the personal relations of individuals to 
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satellites orbiting above and the disruption of these relations as they individuals 
navigate through densely constructed urban settings. Moving from art to enginee-
ring, the following presentation by Godert-Jan van Mannen on “How to Hack a 
Satellite” step-by-step showed how it is possible to intrude a communication sat-
ellite and get access to radio or television streams using cheap and commercially 
available technology. This demonstration pointed to some of the often-overlooked 
vulnerabilities of techno-political infrastructures and the need for a much broader 
consideration of risk in discourses on sensing technologies. At the same time, 
it pointed to the manifold forms of resistance against forms of neoliberal sen-
sory governance, e.g. when hackers used their capabilities to claim free access 
to television for all. Indeed, the ways in which security expertise are claimed and 
technical competences distributed was addressed by Becky Kazansky whose pa-
per examined how activist groups are dealing with risks and threats of sensory 
surveillance. Adopting an engaged methodology in working with human rights 
activists, Kanzansky highlighted some of the different ways in which distinctions 
between technical and ethical responsibility get translated between what she 
termed ‘communities of security practice’. 

Questions about how the construction of threats - digital or not - come to mat-
ter with sensors, their governance and in different forms expert practice figured 
prominently during the workshop. Ubiquitous sensor networks raised challenges 
for many participants about how we envision privacy, data protection and config-
urations of risks. Indeed, one of our central aims for this workshop was to connect 
the different engagements with sensors in STS, urban- or data studies, that are 
mainly focused on the level of ‘localized’ collectives to the foreign entanglements 
of sensors and their embeddedness in the global political economy and interna-
tional relations. In an attempt to facilitate such a conversation between interna-
tional security studies and STS, Philipp Olbrich discussed the politics of satellite 
observation of North Korea as the technologization of security governance. Here, 
the seemingly objective satellite´s view from above translates and black-boxes it 
into a socio-material mobile assemblage of satellite data, eyewitness accounts 
and other sources. In this way, satellite imagery closes off important controver-
sies and political alternatives as it locks in a hierarchy of evidence that reifies an 
adversarial posture and discredits North Korea as a future dialogue partner in the 
context of international relations. 

The relation between international sensing apparatuses and the politics of the 
‘view from above’ was also addressed by Vera Ehrenstein in her presentation on 
the scientific and political challenges of producing epidemiological data about 
‘African pneumococcus diseases’ caused by pneumococcus bacteria. Following 
the bacteria from international conferences to their collection by lab researchers 
and street recruiters in Burkina Faso to the offices of the European vaccine distrib-
utor that contract the lab workers, Ehrenstein described the challenges involved in 
translating bacteria from nasal swabs into data that can robustly represent a city 
population and its bacteria. Where epistemological treatments of epidemiology 
have long been described the role of this scientific field in making populations 
known and governing them, Ehrenstein argued that epidemiological measure-
ment was much more a “patchy sensing” process than one of comprehensive sur-
veillance. Ehrenstein’s appropriation of the concept of sensing to think politically 
about epidemiological measurement was a powerful example of what could be 
said to be at stake theoretically in choosing to foreground sensing technologies/
practices and displace the priority of epistemology to sort out relations between 
data and politics.

Sensors are, of course, not new objects in STS research. Whether in the design 
of experimental apparatuses, the implementation of ‘large technical systems’ or 
the production of novel measuring instruments, sensors have been widely stud-
ied as ‘lively’ devices that detect, inscribe, capture and record; if not always as 
“sensors”. As workshop participants often reaffirmed, there are many good rea-
sons we might want to be skeptical towards hyperbolic and positivist-sounding 
claims that sensors are now “everywhere” and that we live in an era in which al-
most anything can be turned into “data”. But the presenters at this workshop also 
highlighted sensors also offer opportunities for STS research to problematize and 
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extend debates about data-driven politics and power in digital societies. As our 
MCTS colleague Tomas Sanchez-Criado (Tironi and Criado, 2015) has highlighted 
in his work on urban politics: even if we recoil at the corporate jargon of the sen-
sor-equipped ‘smart city’, there may nonetheless be many reasons we might value 
the modes of “sensitivity” that can be occasioned in experiments to instrument 
cities with sensors. At the same time, the sense remoteness of the satellites that 
are orbiting above us, appearing as (re-)presenting facts from an allegedly neutral 
perspective, requires an enhanced sensibility towards the global socio-political, 
economic and cultural processes (as Witjes and Olbrich 2017) – or the foreign 
entanglements in Dewey´s sense – in which sensory networks and forms of their 
governance are embedded. 

Nina Witjes is a postdoctoral researcher at the Munich Centre for Technology in Society. 
Her work it situated at the intersection of STS and International Relations, where she 
is particularly interested in space programs, sensory governance and visualizations of 
security. 
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News from the Council



We are pleased to announce the call for applications for the EASST Fund 
2018. Successful applications will be awarded with €1000 funding.

The scheme aims to promote national and cross-national community build-
ing within EASST, advance new questions, topics and perspectives in science 
and technology studies, as well as enable collaboration with non-academic 
actors publically engaged in science and technology. EASST wishes to sup-
port a range of activities such as the organisation of conferences, network 
meetings, seminars, workshops etc. EASST is particularly keen on providing 
funding for dissemination of such activities, e.g. through social media or oth-
er means, like short movies.

We welcome Network and Community-building activities organised by, or 
leading to, the creation of national and regional academic associations or 
other academic and non-academic initiatives committed to the promotion 
of scholarly and public engagements with science and technology in the 
European region. Activities supported in previous rounds include: STS Austria 
launch event in Vienna, Spanish STS network (esCTS) annual meetings, 
Technosciences of Post/Socialism conference in Budapest.

We similarly encourage the organisation of Workshops and small Conferences 
within Europe with the potential of making significant theoretical and/or em-
pirical contributions to the field.

Examples of supported activities from previous rounds: STS Perspectives on 
Energy conference in Lisbon, Does History Matter? Techno-sciences and their 
historically informed policies conference in Athens, STS and Development 
workshop in Amsterdam. 

Activities should start between 1 January 2018 and 31 December 2018.

EASST especially invites applications from parts of Europe where EASST 
activities and membership are under-represented (Southern and Eastern 
Europe). There is a total budget of €6,000 for this call. By default, we offer 
€1000 for successful applicants, but we also accept applications for small-
er sums. The proposed activities can be fully or partially funded by EASST. 
There are no quotas for different types of activities.

Call for Applications for the 
Annual EASST Fund

How to apply? - Applications can be submitted only by EASST members.

- Applications should include a description of the proposed 
activity, addressing the criteria identified in the call. They should 
also include the proposed venue, date, organisers and expected 
number and profile of participants (when applicable) along with a 
budget specifying how the funds requested will be allocated.

- Applications should be on our application form which can be 
downloaded here 
https://easst.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Application-
Form-for-EASST-Fund-2018.docx 

Completed forms should be emailed to admin@easst.net no later than 15 
September 2017 as a word (or equivalent) document (NOT pdf).
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The key considerations in assessing the applications are the following:

Community building on the national and cross-national level, and reaching 
to a European audience. Particular emphasis is given to novel network ini-
tiatives, especially in countries under-represented in EASST (Southern and 
Eastern Europe). Novel academic questions, new collaborations, and reach-
ing beyond academia. Innovative initiatives in academia (e.g., open access 
publishing) and public engagement in science and technology. Open activ-
ities accessible for a wide array of participants and reaching a broad audi-
ence. Feasibility and value-for-money. We particularly welcome initiatives 
with limited access to other potential sources of funding.

Communication of award is expected by 10 November 2017. Recipients 
should notify the Council their acceptance of award within 15 days after the 
awards communication.

Assessment of applications

Since only a small number of EASST members will benefit directly from the 
activities, an approx. 2,000 words report will be required from those receiving 
awards which will be considered for publication in EASST Review. Beyond 
this, EASST also encourages applicants to pursue further strategies to ad-
dress or involve the EASST membership more widely (such as a video from 
the activity which can appear on the EASST web-site or an online discussion 
or a web-exhibition). EASST support should be recognised in the public dis-
semination of the funded activity. This could involve the use of the EASST 
logo, referring to us on social media via our twitter handle @STSeasst or a 
short statement on publicity or event materials. The awarded amount will 
be transferred against invoices after the event. In exceptional cases, full or 
partial pre-funding can be provided.

For further information please contact Aleksandra Lis at aleksandra.ola@
gmail.com or EASST administrator Sonia Liff at admin@easst.net.

Funding requirements
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The new EASST Council met towards the end of May in Lancaster UK. This 
was the official handover to our new President Ulrike Felt. There has been a 
large turnover of Council members so this was also an opportunity for coun-
cil members to get to know each other, to review what EASST has been doing 
in recent years and to decide which areas of responsibility to take on.

A main part of the agenda related to our forthcoming EASST conference in 
2018. Council had the opportunity to view the extensive facilities and to dis-
cuss with the local team their ideas for both the organisation of the event 
and for the theme and approach. Council were impressed with the level of 
commitment and enthusiasm for this important conference. Further details 
and an initial call will be available very soon. Check the EASST website and 
Eurograd posts for further details.

The EASST fund has now been launched for events taking place in 2018. 
Council will meet again at the beginning of November and will take forward a 
range of other issues including the next round of EASST awards for collabo-
rative activity which will be awarded at the conference.

EASST Office

News from EASST Council
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