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Editorial



Waste is a core concern in our time. Waste is part of our everyday lives, our rou-
tines, practices, and surroundings, inhabits every sphere of our earth, and even 
extends into space. There are many examples to be found. Waste is plastic litter in 
the ocean, it is space debris, radiation from nuclear power plants, and traffic that 
we produce with our digital practices -- e.g. when we zoom, use e-mail or store 
data online. Waste is everywhere, ranging from visible to invisible matter(s), from 
long-lasting to ephemeral forms of waste, from local to global waste, from waste 
within our bodies and outside. Or rather: there is no outside of waste. So what can 
we learn from waste and waste practices? 

Let’s use a more-than-prominent case to exemplify the relationships, the de-
pendencies and the power constellations that waste can open up: plastic waste. 
Plastic represents a material that is impossible to untie from the rise of Western 
commodity societies that emerged after WWII, in which consumer goods that 
were previously not affordable became affordable. Roland Barthes once char-
acterized plastic as withholding the “idea of infinite transformation” (1957: 223). 
The materiality of plastic allows to form products of all sorts, a characteristic 
with enormous consequences for its use, re-use, storage and disposal. The in-
finite transformative capacity has resulted in plastic being present in all possible 
shapes and sizes, forms and formats, from colorful flashy kids toys, to outdoor 
clothing, food containers, drinking bottles and car tires.  And as we learned more 
recently, small plastic particles of all sorts which remain invisible to the naked 
eye. Consequently, plastic has also become an uncanny material, with the prom-
ises of modernity broken, plastic objects of all sizes turn into (potentially) toxic 
matter which resides in air, water, soil and in literally every sphere on earth. Plastic 
has indeed made it to the limelight of attention as it occurs in (human) bodies 
and persists within these bodies as chemical components, e.g. flame retardants 
or plasticizers. Plastic waste is invisible and visible, ephemeral and persistent. It 
shifts its material status, forms alliances between different scales, and creates 
affectedness(es). It is valued according to multiple valuation regimes: e.g. it is a 
helpful material for cheap and affordable things; it is uncanny when it resides in 
human and more-than-human bodies; it is a living space when it becomes inhab-
ited by marine species; it is enjoyable when it represents a toy or gift. 

These multiple valuation regimes also offer insights into the different care re-
gimes at stake. When taken as an object of study, waste and the complexities it 
generates create insights into intricate relationships, multi-dimensionalities, valu-
ation regimes, purity politics and innovative capacities that are set in place. Waste 
is inspirational in following human and more-than-human actors across places 
and spaces, investigating the times and tempos of matter, the infrastructures 
built that handle waste and the visible and invisible labour involved. Following this, 
waste is importantly never “out of place” but, as Liboiron rightfully argued – in ref-
erence to Mary Douglas work – always in place (2019); an in-placeness which can 
open up the power imbalances, colonial and postcolonial relationships, gendered 
politics, naturalized dichotomies and affectedness(es). 

Editorial

Sarah Schönbauer
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Long story short: this issue is dedicated to waste as a matter of concern. Authors 
in the STS Live Section have attended to waste as garbage incinerators and the 
relationality of emotions and knowledge that is created by burning waste and 
the resulting slag; waste as part and result of our social media practices and the 
innovative capacities of a solarpunk approach for social media; the intertwine-
ment and plastic waste and compost materials as a temporal relationship; the 
limits of plastic’s plasticity and its (im)mutability with a glance on the Indian city 
Jajiwal, and the social, political and epistemic dimensions of plastic; and the re-
gimes of waste making dependent on its origin such as household and municipial 
waste and how one can reflect ones own researching gaze when creating waste 
categories. 

Relatedly, the Cherish not Perish section focusses on the upcoming book by Les 
Levidov entitled Beyond Climate Fixes: From Public Controversy to System Change, 
in which the author  attends to waste treatment, as a case to critique techno-mar-
ket fixes to climate change and advocates academic-activist co-production as a 
way towards systems change.

We also want to take this opportunity to announce some changes in the EASST 
Review team. We thank our editor and esteemed colleague Vincenzo Pavone who 
stepped down from his editorial role, for his work on the Review over the past 
years. Consequently, and as we are also nearing the end of our term as editors in 
the upcoming year, we are looking for new EASST Review editors to strengthen 
the team and you can find the call for applications in this edition. Contributions to 
the EASST community are more important than ever, considering today’s societal 
challenges and the need to comment and moderate reflections on these, and we 
encourage everyone interested to apply. 

The Spring 2023 issue of the EASST Review will host reflections on research cul-
tures and research practices, not limited to but also focusing on our own disci-
pline. We encourage STS scholars of all levels to engage in mindful, creative and 
constructive dialogues to reflect on how researchers live and work and how we 
imagine our work and research cultures to be and become. 

But first: enjoy the end of 2022 and let’s keep the intricate relationships of waste 
in mind when unwrapping gifts. 

Sarah Schönbauer

On behalf of the Editorial team
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StS livE



During my PhD research there was one piece of information that surprised me the 
most and led me to rethink the ways I understand waste. My work is focused on 
the material politics of plastics and how the European Union (EU) regulates these 
materials. This is my account of that encounter and a reflection on what it means 
for my work and for opening up directions on future work of STS on waste.

While reading the Discard Studies blog, I encountered this information: in the 
United States, 3% of waste is Municipal Solid Waste and 97% is Industrial Solid 
Waste (Liboiron, 2013). I was very surprised by these numbers and what they 
point to, even if as an STS PhD student I am trained to think twice about statistics. 
Since these numbers came from a North American context, I was curious to see 
what is reported in the EU. 

“Municipal waste accounts for only about 10 % of total waste generated 
when compared with the data reported according to the Waste Statistics 
Regulation (tab env_wasgen). However, it has a very high political profile 
because of its complex character, due to its composition, its distribution 
among many sources of waste, and its link to consumption patterns.” 
(Eurostat, 2021, my highlight)

In the EU, of all waste generated about 10% comes from municipal waste man-
agement. Please do not skip that number as just another statistic. Indeed, these 
numbers can be challenged in many ways from an STS perspective (and not only). 
There are big issues with what is counted, who counts, how things are counted 
and how it is reported back to the European Commission and other EU institu-
tions. The waste categories themselves present a black box to be opened (as I will 
discuss at the end of this article). Therefore, I do not suggest taking these number 
in face value. However, I still believe that they point to something interesting and 
worth discussing if we think through that numbers. So, let’s do that. 

First, what is municipal waste? According to Eurostat:

“Municipal waste consists of waste collected by or on behalf of munic-
ipal authorities and disposed of through waste management systems. 
Municipal waste consists mainly of waste generated by households, 
although it also includes similar waste from sources such as shops, 
offices and public institutions.” (Eurostat, 2013) 

Municipal waste here is a large category that covers post-consumer waste. That 
means all waste that passed through our hands as consumers; all of what we 
touch and throw away in bins then collected by municipalities. It is the waste often 
targeted at campaigns on reducing waste, or of zero waste, or no more plastic 
waste. It is the category of waste that I have encountered most in my PhD work 
when discussing with stakeholders and reading on the regulation of plastics in 
the EU which set measures on banning single use plastic items from the market, 
minimum recycling contents in products, proper labelling, producer responsibility 

rEndEring waStE (in)viSiblE though catEgoriES:  
a rEflEction of my viEw on waStE. 
Artemis Papadaki-Anastasopoulou
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schemes, and awareness raising campaigns. All of that is referring to municipal 
waste, representing about 10% of the total waste generated in the EU. 

What I find interesting is how the above quote by Eurostat reporting that munici-
pal waste is 10% of the total waste generated, is at the same time, a justification 
of why this category of waste is still significant. They state that even if only 10% 
of the total waste is municipal waste, this kind of waste has a high political profile. 
Eurostat’s  need to justify the political importance of municipal waste, in light of 
the statistic provided, points to a certain mainstream understanding which wants 
municipal waste to be the most significant and most discussed waste category. 
And therefore, reporting that municipal waste is only the 10% of the total waste 
demands that further justification. I am wondering how that 10% of municipal 
waste is more political than the kinds of waste making up the other 90%? 

Figure 1: Available at: https://
ec.europa.eu/eurostat/
statistics-explained/index.
php?title=Waste_statistics#Waste_
generation_excluding_major_
mineral_waste (assessed 
20.11.2022).
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According to the Eurostat pie chart shown above, waste generated by economic 
activities is the rest 90,5% of total waste generated.

Economic activities shown in the chart are mainly industrial processes. The 9.5% 
is all the household waste, all that goes through households (the major source of 
municipal waste). In my view, that 90.5% is not of a less ‘political profile’ that the 
rest, but certainly much less the focus of attention of political discussions. 

To go back to the numbers and counting. I do not wish to uncritically assume that 
when something is less in percentage means it is also less in significance. These 
numbers are measuring waste in tonnes. It is the weight of waste counted. The 
multidimensional harms that waste can have cannot be reduced to such a meas-
urement. There is chemical pollution for example which cannot be addressed in 
a simple dosage manner. The case of endocrine disruptors in plastics have chal-
lenged threshold ideas of pollution demonstrating how a small dosage can have 
indeed large effects (Liboiron, 2016). That means that for waste, less weight does 
not necessarily mean less harm. Waste and pollution are way more complicated 
than that and require situated and detailed empirical work to address such ques-
tions. I also do not want to argue that studying and doing research on household 
and municipal waste is less relevant or less significant because municipal waste 
represents a small fraction of the total waste in weight. However, I cannot fail to 
notice that there is a disproportionate focus on household waste normalised as 
‘the waste’ which has significant material implications in (STS) research and be-
yond. In the words of Josh Lepawsky:

“It is crucial to notice this invisibility of waste. When our notion of what waste 
is and where it comes from is so strongly informed by what we think we know 
about waste because we have direct daily experience with it through the bins in 
our homes or the cans we put out on the curb, we have a very partial knowledge 
of waste. The partiality of that knowledge has practical consequences for how we 
might imagine solutions to waste problems” (Lepawsky. 2018: 14)

The reason I was shocked by the idea that less than 10% of waste is municipal 
waste in the EU, is because my view of waste was limited to household waste in 
a very subtle way (even if I was doing research involving plastic waste!). In fact, 
even now that I am aware that most of the waste, in weight, is not household 
waste, because of my practical material experiences it is so hard to even imagine 
these different kinds of waste in industrial settings. Is it that I did not know that 
industries create waste? No. Of course I knew that somehow. Nevertheless, my 
imaginary capacity to picture and grasp what these wastes are is still very limited. 
And that capacity of mine of course shapes the kinds of research questions I am 
keen on pursuing. It shapes my gaze on waste.  

Concluding this writing, I believe that there is so much to be explored and gained 
from an STS perspective on waste, but I want to point to an area of personal inter-
est: bureaucracy. I therefore want to echo Reno (2015) who calls ethnographers to 
look at waste management regimes and add that there is a lot to be gained from 
an STS focus on waste management and policies. In my work I have encountered 
how seemingly easy categories and definitions of objects, such as the plastic bag 
or single-use plastics, are so difficult to define in EU policy. These material catego-
ries become the focus of political debates and open up ways to explore socio-ma-
terial relationships in contemporary societies. These categories and definitions 
are political, and they shape the world in materials terms (Bowker and Star, 1999). 
Unpacking waste categories and ways in which waste, not limited to municipal 
waste, are counted and defined in bureaucratic practices of waste management 
can help and contribute greatly to proposed solutions and envisioning better fu-
tures of life with materials, chemicals and waste. 
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It is the speculative affirmation that things might be otherwise but will be 
otherwise only if we learn to cultivate the art of being affected by what 
we learn to listen to, and of thinking with – not about – what affects us. 
(Isabelle Stengers in an interview with Jensen and Thorsen, 2019: 18)

It is dark as we step into the room. With a soft click, Mrs Camoreggio (name 
changed), our tour guide through a waste-to-energy plant in Switzerland, switches 
on the lighting, indirectly illuminating the narrow corridor below, from where my 
students and I surge. Proudly, she presents us with what in technical jargon is 
called ‘slag’: a slimy substance that leaves the incinerator (at a temperature of 
more than 1,000 degrees) as a waste product in a process that converts garbage 
to district heating – a form of heat, by the way, that has become astonishingly 
desirable in times of climate change and skyrocketing gas prices. On its way, the 
slag gathers other materials that have proven incombustible. Then it cools down. 
Along with it cool potentially valuable materials, such as aluminium, copper, or 
zinc, which could not be decomposed by the fire.

in a SpEculativE mood: affEctivE waStE-
KnowlEdgE and SluggiSh SciEncE practicES

This essay is a thought experiment about waste-
knowledge, and technoscientific knowledge in general: 
how it is affected, how it affects unintentionally and 
potentially toxically, and when it should be open to 
being affected.

Figure 1: Solidified slag, 
demonstrating a granular but 
uniformly grey mash.

Kathrin Eitel
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Another soft click transforms the environment from one illuminated by a cool, 
clinical white light, to a pleasant pink glow. This immediately feels much more 
comfortable, and Mrs Camoreggio enthusiastically shows us the remaining alu-
minium, copper, and zinc, which now gracefully appear from the solidified slime 
by means of the black light. Suddenly, I have the feeling that I am listening to 
a success story, as Mrs Camoreggio explains to us how recent technological 
innovations, over the course of a few years, have made the extraction of these 
valuable materials possible. By adding toxic chemical substances, the material-
isation process of the slag can be reversed. It becomes gooey again, enabling 
the materials’ subsequent removal. It sounds like a journey into the past, where 
time is outwitted. I am wondering how years of experience of working with and 
giving tours in the waste-to-energy plant as a female (in a male-dominated world) 
has affected the knowledge that is conveyed to us. Or, in other words: how does 
ordinary knowledge, in the form of experiences accompanied by emotions, corre-
late with ‘hard facts’, facts that are considered scientifically proven and preferably 
detached from anything like feelings or personal experiences?

Figure 2: Black light reveals the 
metallic substances in the slag.

Affect is often described as the set of pre-individual bodily forces that are con-
nected to autonomic responses (White, 2017: 178), and as a form of indirect 
and non-reflective thinking that establishes spaces for “thought in action” (Thrift, 
2007). Affect denotes “visceral forces beneath, alongside, or generally other than 
conscious knowing, vital forces insisting beyond emotion” (Seigworth and Gregg, 
2010: 1; emphasis i.o.). It is a capacity “to act and be acted upon” and resides in 
an “in-between-ness” (Seigworth and Gregg, 2010: 1; emphasis i.o.). It is above all 
sticky – it is “what sticks, or what sustains or preserves the connection between 
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ideas, value, and objects” (Ahmed, 2010: 29). The decisive aspect of affect is its 
omnipresence: it “hums with the background noise of obstinacies and promises, 
ruts and disorientations, intensities and resting points … [and] stretches across 
real and imaginary social fields and sediments, linking some kind of everything” 
(Stewart, 2010: 340). However, affect is often stigmatised as being of minor im-
portance – especially when it comes to the creation of an otherwise knowledge 
that could contest the fixed rationalities upon which scientific knowledge produc-
tion relies. But affect does not stand-alone. It continuously becomes with. As Sara 
Ahmed (2010: 30) precisely describes, affect comes with the “messiness of the 
experimental, the unfolding of bodies into worlds, and the drama of contingency, 
how we are touched by what we are near”. 

[lEaKy EmotionS]

Given that it is in affect’s nature to permeate, it may be said that all knowledge, 
including scientific rationality, is always affected. What waste-knowledge is – and 
when it becomes – is very much dependent upon authority structures, power 
hierarchies, and sociocultural understandings of dirt and purity that are, in turn, 
connected to hegemonic dichotomies, such as nature–culture, woman–man, 
worthless–valuable (or, to cluster these: ‘nature = woman = emotion’ versus ‘cul-
ture = man = rationality/science’). At the same time, knowledge is always embed-
ded and thus situated (Haraway, 1988), but the form that such knowledge takes 
is dependent on ontonormative forces that claim a prerogative of interpretation. 
Knowledge about waste thus becomes fixed in certain sociomaterial constella-
tions. For instance, waste recycling programmes, waste reduction policies, and 
other regulations define what knowledge is and how it should be handled, and 
thus predetermine the relations within which ‘knowledge hangs’. Based on the 
presupposition that waste is mainly considered either toxic for living beings, bio-
spheres, and the whole planet, or valuable for the extraction of profitable sec-
ond-hand natural resources, Science and Technology Studies-related studies 
could demonstrate other relationships that waste and pollution undergo, enacting 
even fruitful encounters with multispecies (i.e. in marine plastispheres) as well as 
with humans (i.e.as in the reclamation of waste for survival and emancipation). 
However, attitudes to waste and pollution generally have an emotive element. This 
linkage makes knowledge apperceptive and useful for quotidian navigation. What 
do you imagine when you think of waste? It is a leaky, maybe disgusting, but cer-
tainly smelly material that probably comes to mind; maybe the thought of it sends 
shivers down your spine, makes your face contort or your eyes jump to the next 
section of this contribution. What probably does not come to mind at first is the 
clean plastic recyclate (pictured in Figure 3) that, in my experience, fills engineers 
with zestful enthusiasm.

Thus, knowledge about waste is always bound up with emotion. Yet, I would sug-
gest that it is undesirable, unsustainable, and – waste being an affecting material 
per se – not at all feasible simply to brusquely dissect this linkage and to artifi-
cially exclude emotion from the epistemological production process. For exam-
ple, the knowledge of how to deal with household rubbish is often associated 
with feelings of disgust – especially when it comes to organic waste – while the 
knowledge of how to avoid as much plastic as possible in everyday life, as with 
knowledge of technological ‘innovations’ in the recovery of valuable materials, can 
cause joy and euphoria. In this way, knowledge and power at once resonate in the 
kind of ordinary affects that Stewart (2007, 1) describes as “varied, surging capac-
ities to affect and to be affected that give everyday life the quality of a continual 
motion of relations, scenes, contingencies, and emergences”. These emotions 
catch people in something that feels like something. It feels like something and, 
I would add, changes consciousness. As a knowing-with, consciousness always 
comes with a knowledge of being in the world, with and through affective settings 
and situations, providing ways to navigate through quotidian life worlds. 
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While Mrs Camoreggio explains the tedious technical processes of the 
waste-to-energy plant – with its grey walls, crusty furnaces, and plentiful safety 
signs – I have to think about how the knowledge she is transmitting is obviously 
characterised by her many years of experience in this field, experience that goes 
far beyond, or rather, that is interwoven with, ‘pure’ scientific knowledge. It seems 
to have become affective knowledge, that is, a learned practice or skill resulting 
from the interplay between knowledge, emotion, and bodily experience; it is knowl-
edge that is not considered ‘proper’ and that resides in the in-between-ness, it is 
difficult to grasp and often cannot be explained, but it strongly influences the way 
one responds to something. 

Affective knowledge is, on the one hand, hardly discernible and often neglected 
(especially within frameworks of ontonormative epistemologies that are aligned 
with heteronormative dichotomies of male–female and scientific knowledge–or-
dinary knowledge) in technoscientific fields. On the other hand, it is embodied. It 
becomes visible through the in-between-ness of how we navigate truths, social 
realities, and life in general. 

This also reminds me very much of the urban recycling infrastructures e.g. in 
countries of the Global South, where the so-called ‘informal’ sector maintains 
the cleanliness of entire cities through the labour of bodies that rely on deep ex-
perience within the material, social networks of these urban environments (e.g., 
Fredericks, 2018; Nguyen, 2019; Stamatopoulou-Robbins, 2020; Doherty, 2021; 
Eitel, 2022a). Or as AbdouMaliq Simone (2019: 8) describes it, it is the “rhythm 
of endurance” that characterises those settings in which people know “how to 
move and think through various angles” (Simone, 2019: 8; see also Lancione and 
Simone, 2021), and which, as Itty Abraham (2022) puts it, (postcolonial) global 

Figure 3: Clean plastic pellets that 
are widely lauded by engineers 
as a victory for technology over 
undesirable waste.
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technology studies need to consider. However sluggish an endeavour this may 
be, given the normativity of other forms of knowledge, it need to be taken into 
account in order to stop epistemic violences. 

Knowledge may also be embodied indiscriminately, as through slow violence, that 
is, violence that harms bodies over an initially unforeseen time span and whose 
effects become visible only later (Davies, 2019; Nixon, 2013). An example might 
be the case of marginalised urban dwellers who have no choice other than to 
live close to dumping fields where toxic ashes and methane emissions harm hu-
mans and non-humans alike, both directly – from pollution on site – and indirectly 
through the acceleration of climate change. Here, the insight heavily inscribes it-
self into the body. This inscription comes to be through the processing of accu-
mulated impressions and experiences of knowledge gained with regard to one’s 
own social status, which are elucidated by spatial distribution and exclusion from 
relevant knowledge. In this way, affect in part defines and determines embodied 
forms of knowledge, and is dependent on scale. For instance, in the case of one 
person who ‘breathes the crap’ because they work in the landfill, and another who 
‘gets rid of the crap’ because they get to live in a clean city, one form of knowledge 
will be preferred or heard, depending on the distribution of power and degree of 
social inclusion, while the other will be excluded, or near excluded, from the dis-
course. A kind of biopolitics that proceeds transversally and in rhythmic pulse 
may shift techniques of oppression towards a governing-through from some-
where other than top-down government procedure.

[SEntimEntS aS a paSSagE]

Seeing affective (waste) knowledge as something not bound to a person or a 
body in the physical sense but rather to technologies, such as waste regimes, 
reveals another political dimension of this discussion. Knowledge per se is al-
ways in need of a means of dissemination – something that transports it over 
seemingly disconnected fields of interest and areas of daily life. It is affect here, 
as what Seigworth and Gregg (2010: 1) describe as the “passage (and the dura-
tion of passage) of forces or intensities”, that transports knowledge. Whether it 
be rendered as something scientific, emotional, or other-than-conscious, affect 
conserves knowledge by wrapping it up in emotional layers that provide a landing 
ground for adjacent thoughts and emotions. In this way, affect as “force or forces 
of encounter” is situated in an “in-between-ness and resides as accumulative be-
side-ness” (Seigworth and Gregg, 2010: 2, emphasis i.o.). As affect accumulates, 
“becoming a palimpsest of force-encounters” (Seigworth and Gregg, 2010: 2) or 
“moral sentiments” (Fassin, 2012: 1), it fixes an actor’s (whether a body’s or a tech-
nology’s) belonging to the world as well as the world’s belonging to the actor. 

The idea that technological innovations based on specific scientific knowledge 
are perceived to have almost supernatural power is not novel. Contemporary STS 
research has focused extensively on how ‘expertness’ has become a welcome le-
gitimation for programmes and initiatives undertaken in accordance with the UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goals, for example, and in the name of ‘sustainability’ 
or ‘waste recycling’. In this way, the sustainability discourse, which complements 
the development discourse, has given rise to what Didier Fassin (2012: 1) aptly 
calls “moral sentiments”. These exist nebulously around technologies and policy 
programmes that are dedicated to ‘helping’ the survival of our planet, engendering 
good feelings in those who act “morally correct”.

Within the development discourse, moral fixes about the correct forms of waste 
recycling have been established over the course of many years (Eitel, 2022b). 
Manifested in ‘waste regimes’, accumulated affective knowledge has enabled the 
maintenance and distribution of irrefutable ‘proper’ technoscientific knowledge 
about how to deal with waste best that has developed alongside long-established 
ways of doing politics. Based on waste fantasies that envision a world in which 
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universal recycling and disposal strategies are easily implemented everywhere 
and anytime (despite local diversity ‘on the ground’), knowledge and fuzzy senti-
ments alike are crucial players in the field (Eitel, 2022a). Waste regimes “consist 
of social institutions and conventions that not only determine what wastes are 
considered valuable but also regulate their production and distribution”, as Zsuzsa 
Gille (2007, 2012: 29) points out. Moreover, they are based on a complex concat-
enation of prevailing (waste) knowledge that has solidified the continuous pro-
duction of ontonormative epistemologies through repetitive and self-referential 
practices of ‘standards’, both inside and outside science, namely: measurement 
and computation, legibility, peer proof, replicability, and traceability (Knox, 2020; 
McKittrick, 2021). 

Through the contingent interplay of the relationship between scientific–expert 
knowledge and technological fixes and innovations that produces transversally 
situated and temporally widely ramified waste regimes, power merely shifts from 
nation states to the transnational level, evading any real redistribution. Such ‘new’ 
regimes of sovereignty are just as intertwined with the production of identities 
and with patriarchally influenced ways of governing that draw clear lines of inclu-
sion and exclusion, of what should and should not be preserved, and of what is 
or is not a matter of life or death (e.g., Mehrabi, 2020). Or, in other words, they are 
making agential cuts – as Karen Barad (2007, 2015) would put it. Technoscientific 
practices in this sense form, shape, and conceptualise our world through knowl-
edge. This knowledge is often not visible and yet it is key to many phenomena that 
affect the planet unequally, such as climate change. It affects incessantly.

Figure 5: A control room in a 
disposal plant in Central Europe. 
A representative example of how 
waste and its disposal are made 
manageable through processes 
of calculation, measurement, and 
control.
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While Mrs Camoreggio keeps explaining, I am thinking of how obvious it is that 
her knowledge is based on much more than ‘pure’ scientific knowledge. It is inter-
woven with affect. If sentiments are capable of guiding entire programmes and 
initiatives, as Fassin (2012) has demonstrated in the case of the development 
discourse, then how does the affective dimension apply to scientific knowledge 
and the architectures that keep it alive? As an organic technology that is also 
quite similar to the slag at the beginning, waste regimes seem to be stable and 
aloof. But ironically, they have much in common with the affectivity of accumulat-
ed emotions – that is, sentiments – on which they seem to rely, and which they 
toxically attempt to eliminate when it comes to ‘expert knowledge’ (understood as 
neutral, objective, and universal scientific knowledge that is representational and 
has nothing at all to do with affects).

[affEctivE invErSionS through fEminiSt SpEculationS]

Feminist STS scholarship views scientific and technological practices and appli-
cations as intertwined and inseparable, and as productive of gendered relations of 
power that intersect with other power differentials and markers of identity. Gender 
and identity are, then, always a product of science and technology (Åsberg and 
Lykke, 2010). Studies undertaken from this feminist perspective also pay atten-
tion “to the ways in which the discursive and material aspects of sociotechnical 
relations and processes of materialization are inextricably intertwined” (Åsberg 
and Lykke, 2010: 299), something that Donna J. Haraway (1989) also calls “mate-
rial-semiotic”. In these material-semiotic processes that bring forth bodies, identi-
ties, and knowledge, emotionality seems to have only a deferred place, shelved in 
spheres from which common scientific methods are unable to extract data.

The acknowledgement of affective knowledge ‘from the margins’ – knowledge 
that is neglected by ontonormative and prevailing epistemologies and intellectual 
principles, and is considered ‘unscientific’ or merely ‘emotional’ vis-à-vis ordinary 
knowledge – is crucial for a truly global STS. I suggest everting this knowledge in 
order to grasp affect as it oscillates from suppressed, neglected, or marginalised 
corners of knowledge production, where it finds no entry into prevailing forms of 
knowledge that affect the practices of regimes and systems. This means evert-
ing knowledge as that which always comes with specific worldviews, values, and 
identities, for instance by way of integrating marginalised worldviews, i.e. through 
speculative storytelling – or, if you like, figurations. I suggest that affective inver-
sions investigate how knowledge and its systems are based on affect and vice 
versa. Accordingly, I draw on Susan Leigh Star’s and Geoffrey Bowker’s (1999) 
concept of ‘infrastructural inversion’, which denotes a research strategy to closely 
examine the mundane (the functioning of infrastructures) by turning everything 
upside down, bringing inner life to the outside. A strategy of affective inversion 
implies first that interventions in affective knowledge can turn to the outside what 
is and what is not inscribed and emphasised. Second, it implies the immersion of 
content through feminist speculations. By taking seriously the reality-constitut-
ing power of tropes and narratives, feminist speculations reclaim interpretative 
sovereignty over classifications, identities, (future) realities, and the production of 
affective knowledge. 

In the form of a situated art of crafting the world, speculations aim to contest dis-
cursive fixes, knowledge framings, and hegemonic positions. This could be ‘SF’, 
as Haraway (2016: 2) defines it: “science fiction, speculative fabulation, string fig-
ures, speculative feminism, science fact, so far”. In this way, speculative feminism 
“gives its destabilizing power to the mostly proximate sense we may have of the 
possibility for things to be otherwise, what we may feel in the interstices of what 
presents itself as reality”, as Isabelle Stengers points out (Jensen and Thorsen, 
2019: 14). As the sub-plenary session on ‘Techno-science-fictional futures: meth-
ods, forms, norms’ at the 2022 EASST conference has exemplarily demonstrated 
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(Cozza et al., 2022), this call is already being answered by a growing number of 
STS-inspired scholars who base their speculative visions on ethnographic studies. 

STS as a discipline1 is well equipped to undertake experiments and interventions 
in its own areas of epistemological production, to be affected by other ways of 
knowing (waste and recycling) in its critical examination of North–South divides 
(Abraham, 2022), and to overcome seemingly fixed binaries of the conceptual and 
the empirical (Jensen, 2014). The study of waste from a (feminist) STS perspec-
tive is crucial here to understand that toxicity and pollution (understood in a broad 
sense) are more than environmental exposures and problems, but that they also 
affect epistemologies, other-knowledge, and bodies in a toxic and eventually vio-
lent way. I am not suggesting that our knowledge is waste, but that the way it is 
built on, ramified, and enacted is highly toxic both within and outside academia. 
Ultimately, I think that such interventions may provide a chance to become af-
fected by the unquantifiable and the ephemeral, through an assault of that which 
seems at once chaotic and impressive. 

Focusing on what leaks out of scientific practices in the Global North, and what 
STS can learn from affective approaches, new knowledge regimes, and other lo-
cal, indigenous, and black epistemologies, brings me to the following call: STS 
and technoscientific practices need to come out of their sluggish vortex of im-
agination about sovereign knowledge. This is inherent to many academic insti-
tutions and is lived, whether in the in-house disciplines or in development policy 
projects, by transferring knowledge unilaterally (= demystification of the impera-
tive knowledge transfer) as well as by training ‘experts’ who are then supposed to 
drive development in the Global South according to our knowledge benchmarks 
(= decolonization of epistemic infrastructure). As knowledge is wielded through 
transnational and transversally situated regimes (such as waste regimes), it is 
crucial to understand decolonialisation as an endeavour to dispossess power, to 
demystify the imperative of knowledge transfer, and to decolonise epistemic infra-
structures. This is an incomplete list. I end this essay by conveying emotions that 
my generation know all too well: hope that what is expressed will have an impact, 
and fear of criticism and exclusion once the text is ‘out there’. These are emotions 
that too often go unspoken. They are emotions that trigger how we accomplish re-
search, what we think is waste-knowledge, and what we consider to be valueless 
and a waste of knowledge.

1 Commonly referred to as a 
research stream, STS has in my view 
acquired more and more features of 
a discipline, through the foundation 
of scientific associations; entire 
BA, MA, and PhD programmes 
that carry STS prominently in their 
titles and curricula; and through the 
foundation of STS departments.
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compoSting plaStic-pacKagEd food waStE:
a notE on claSSificationS and tEmporalitiES.
Laura Bomm

The air is filled with a scent. A scent I know from walking past filled garbage con-
tainers. A sweet and rotten odour permeates my nostrils. Yet, there is another 
scent. Something woody and moist. Reminded of a walk in the woods, I see doz-
ens of black birds flying above us. Their voices echo across the ground. And sud-
denly, their chatter is drowned out by a loud sound. “Beep, beep, beep” and we 
all know to carefully watch out. A green-orange truck rides backwards. Then, the 
truck stops. The beeping stops. Accompanied by a mechanical creak, its truck 
bed sets in motion. The loading flap opens. And what is tipped in front of our feet 
is a vibrant mixture of packaged and unpackaged fruits and vegetables. White, 
transparent, blue, and black plastic materials are enmeshed with wet halves of 
watermelons, white radishes, yellow banana peels, squashed tomatoes, ripped 
paprika, and other often undistinguishable food items. Challenged to make sense 
of this mixture in front of our feet, and yet amazed by its colour combinations, I 
took the picture below.

They can contain food, protect their quality against physical and biochemical 
changes, give space for marketing purposes, and provide convenience to users. 
The most widely used material for packaging food in Europe is plastics (Ellen 
MacArthur Foundation, 2017). “As packaging, plastic was configured as a con-
tainer or barrier technology and also as profoundly mundane and unnoticed.” 
(Hawkins, 2018, p. 99). Often hidden in plain sight, plastic packaging materializes 
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in various forms and shapes including plastic bottles, cups, nets, crates, boxes, 
wrappers, and bags. Enabling multipacks, small format packaging, pre-prepared 
food, and to-go goods, the faces of plastic packaging are manifold. In their so-
cio-material entanglements, many actors know plastic packaging for increas-
ing the durability and shelf life of food items. Slowing down the speed at which 
food becomes food waste, plastic packaging is a vital technological ingredient 
facilitating contemporary food and consumption cultures. However, whilst plastic 
packaging can postpone food degradation processes, it does not preserve food 
forever. Somewhen, plastic-packaged food also reaches a point in time when it 
becomes waste and flows into waste recovery streams. The fieldnotes and pic-
ture above record one of these waste recovery streams: a composting facility in 
Vienna. In 2019, I visited this facility as an interested citizen as well as a young 
STS scholar working on the role of plastics in society with a time-sensitive gaze 
(Title of dissertation: “(Re-)Thinking plastics with time: The role of temporal narra-
tives for citizens’ sensemaking of plastics”). And in turn, my EASST Review con-
tribution consists of a short note regarding classifications and temporalities of 
composting plastic-packaged food waste, and how waste can be seen as a rich 
matter for a variety of different perspectives of Science and Technology Studies 
(STS) and other related disciplines.

Labelled as market waste, expired, exceeded shelf life, and unsellable, at Viennese 
markets, the guide of the composting facility tells us that several trucks with such 
food waste are brought to the composting facility each day. Only when food waste 
from the market is categorized as being too contaminated with plastics is its des-
tination an incineration plant. Even though there are plastics (yet apparently not 
enough) enmeshed in the food remnants, this truckload reached the composting 
facility. It is a place with several different machines and a huge field with piles of 
composting matter, where food waste is turning into desired compost for many 
Viennese gardens and balconies. Thereby, food waste reaching the facility is not 
merely treated as waste, but also as a future resource. What is food waste to-
day, can be a valuable matter tomorrow. Understanding that both food waste and 
plastic waste are matters that are open to change in categories, meaning that 
waste categories are not stable and dynamically change over time (Evans, 2014; 
Hawkins, 2018). Approaching food and plastic waste not fixed categories, speaks 
to the STS sensitivities that many EASST scholars pursue. Staying attentive to 
the transformative character of waste – including plastic-packaged food waste 
–, also invites scholars of STS to enrich understandings of how waste enacts 
and becomes enacted through socio-material relations as well as to unpack how 
these relations (de-)stabilize and shape how we live with waste today and in the 
future.

When standing in front of this truckload with a mixture of unpackaged and pack-
aged food items, one of the first questions a visitor asked was how the food waste 
would be separated from the plastic waste. Visitors started to discursively cate-
gorize the truckload, using categories like still edible food, food waste, and plastic 
waste. What collectives of dumpster divers might have categorized as edible food 
items, other citizens, market sellers and employees at the composting facility 
categorize as food waste, as biological waste that can feed into waste recov-
ery streams. This encounter did not only open up questions about the ontologies 
of waste, but also about the classifications of waste. At this composting facili-
ty, visitors classified the remnants of plastic packaging as “matter out of place” 
(Douglas, 2002, p. 36). Even more so, the plastics remnants were seen as matter 
that contaminates another waste category. In doing so, citizens raised concerns 
about how mixing categories of waste - or the “impurity of waste” (de Bercegol 
& Gowda, 2020, p. 171) would turn the valuable compost into an impure and 
contaminated resource. Thereby, waste becoming part of certain -yet regularly 
intertwined- categories are spheres where STS scholars can contribute with their 
sensitivities to better grasp how ordering practices and classification systems 
bring value and take away value from waste (Douglas, 2002). We are equipped 
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to dive into the underlying waters of how something becomes constructed and 
understood as waste and how waste can (be) turn(ed) into other categories. At 
the same time, STS sensitivities can sharpen our scholarly attention to who are 
the actors whose classification systems are (not) at play and whose ordering sys-
tems (do not) shape the handling of (waste) materials; whose classifications of 
waste matter; and frankly speaking, how these inform the future of humans’ coex-
istence with (waste) materials.

At the composting facility, the guide explained that plastic packaging is not separat-
ed from food waste. Instead, the mixture from the truckload is shredded and then 
amassed onto long compost piles. We were shown piles of compost in different 
degradation stages. These compost piles with plastic-packaged food waste were 
interesting from an STS perspective, as they made very tangible some of the ma-
terializing intertwinements between material and temporal processes (Bensaude-
Vincent, 2018; Hawkins, 2018). To be more explicit, over weeks, microbes 
nourished on the food fibres and juices. Food waste materials became one with 
the lifecycles of detritus feeders, with fungi, and other microorganisms. Over the 
timeframe of a few weeks, biological decay and degradation turned food waste 
into organic matter. Instead, food waste had turned into compost. Consequently, 
food waste was not recognized as such anymore. Whilst being exposed to the 
same timeframe left for degradation in the composting piles, shredded plastic 
packaging was still sitting between the organic matter. Through the durable char-
acteristic of plastic materials, the plastic remnants and microplastics did not 
magically vanish in the given timeframe, but persisted. Different timescales of 
existence, different trajectories, different synchronies and rhythms of nature, and 
different persistence and durabilities are just some of the temporalities we can en-
counter when glimpsing at practices of composting plastic-packaged food waste. 
Thus, it becomes tangible that plastic-packaged food waste - like other matters 
of waste - is enmeshed with different dimensions of temporalities. How different 
dimensions of temporalities orchestrate our lives with waste, how temporalities 
contribute to informing our practices and consumption (paces), how temporali-
ties of certain infrastructures contribute to the (un)making of waste, and how care 
for (future) waste unfolds are just some of the questions provoked by the tight 
entanglement between time and waste. The book by Allon, Barcan, and Eddison-
Cogan (2020) with interdisciplinary contributions is an interesting glimpse at the 
diversity of scholarly engagement with the manifold relationships between time 
and waste.  

The persisting plastic particles in the compost piles were accompanied by visi-
tors’ worries for and concerns about future human health, especially when soil - a 
space where food is grown - would contain potentially toxic plastic-related chem-
icals. This is  interesting from an STS sensitivity as it exemplifies how the future 
of distant others is colonized (Giddens, 1991) by our contemporary practices of 
composting plastics-packaged food waste. With waste from materials like plas-
tics exceeding human lifetimes and existing in deep time, their impacts on human 
and environmental health have not yet materialized or are not yet fully detectable 
(Gray-Cosgrove, Liboiron, & Lepawsky, 2015). Even though knowledge on plas-
tic-related impacts yet limit what we can see of plastic waste and its potential im-
pacts (as it is also restricted by our own, short existence in relation to deep time), 
people’s worries around the future of plastic waste already reached the present 
day. Pulling potential future consequences of socio-technical phenomena - such 
of plastics and their accompanying waste and substances - into a closer tempo-
ral reach brings into “question [...] our responsibilities toward future generations”, 
but also allows socio-scientific investigation to uncover “condition of structural 
irresponsibility” (Adam & Groves, 2011, p. 17). In this sense, the manifold spheres 
of waste (temporal and otherwise) invite STS scholars and related disciplines to 
enrich understandings about the making of our societal futures with waste and 
unravel how responsibilities around these remnants of progress and innovations 
are distributed.
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“Wondering if it is possible to calculate [the] #environmental #carbon footprint 
per user of the bird app vs Mastodon.” / “Does anyone know if … the fediverse is 
… less computationally heavy … than the regularverse…?” – These two questions, 
posted on Mastodon and Twitter on the same day, sparked an international dis-
cussion about hosting social media differently. What began as a chain of threads 
transformed into a collective research experiment mediated by a Zoom meeting. 
This text collects some of the early reflections of that project. What does it mean 
to host a social media platform that is attentive to ecological concerns? We start 
from the premise that mainstream social media platforms like Twitter have to 
hunt profits by building resource-intensive advertising machines. Hosting “the bird 
site” (aka. Twitter) wastes energy and calls for a quick turnover of electronic hard-
ware while naturalizing social relations that put individuals as consumers at the 
center of attention. Presuming the platform will survive, the waste of resources 
will continue amid concerns of global advertising partners under the new leader-
ship of Elon Musk. We argue that hosting an instance of Mastodon on your own 
server helps directly to address wasting practices regarding electricity, labor, and 
attention. An alternative, decentralized platform is not an unproblematic savior – 
yet it allows for grappling with how to waste. Accordingly, we attempt to orient our 
social media practices towards resourcefulness and the sun.

A growing body of literature on waste and discard studies has crafted a power-
ful critique of waste management and politics (Callén and Sánchez Criado 2015; 
Liboiron and Lepawsky 2022; Gille and Lepawsky 2022; Ek and Johansson 2020). 
In today’s dominant waste regime, waste is naturalized as a burden of individ-
ual consumers while focusing on the end-of-pipe of consumer waste. The larg-
est share of most waste materials, however, is generated during the production 
process and due to the reliance on fossil-fuelled power grids (Stoekl 2007). For 
digital technologies, with their dependence on highly-processed mineral and me-
tallic components, mining wastes can still be several orders of magnitude larg-
er (Lepawsky 2018). Therefore, it’s increasingly clear to our eyes that economic 
structures that stabilize excessive consumption, extraction, and energy-intensive 
practices must be challenged and abolished. 

The example of electronic waste is a compelling one. Citizens of the world wit-
ness an ever-growing pile of hazardous materials and a complex stream of dis-
carded electronics that are insufficiently addressed by sophisticated, yet shallow 
e-waste management policies (Lepawsky 2018). Faith in redemptive approaches 
or technology that purports to eradicate waste and adhere to an ideal of pure 
nature is also problematic. “Zero waste” and “net zero” are nicely packaged ad-
vertising (MacBride 2011), “greenwashing.” Not only will they not work, but in the 
quest for purity, impossible hopes are expressed, and harmful ideologies creep 
into material politics (Shotwell 2016; Balayannis and Garnett 2020). Yet it makes 
sense to think beyond the material streams of matter. Waste, here, can also mean 
emotional waste, time lost on apps, and the loss of commitment to communities 
that crumble when nourishing infrastructure is disrupted.

The waste generated by the digital media we consume is rendered invisible 
through the cloud metaphor. As J. R. Carpenter (2016) has argued, amongst 
many others, the “language of The Cloud is a barrier” to grappling with the actu-
al material costs and impacts of internet infrastructures. While in the past, the 
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so-called Twitter ‘fail whale’ (an icon that appeared during service outages) used 
to at least be a proxy for Twitter’s buckling infrastructure, present-day usage is 
generally without interruption. Or, rather, interruptions are harder to notice. We 
argue that the seamlessness of the user experience is illusionary, as it covers 
violent infrastructural practices of material extraction at the very foundation of 
technological infrastructure and its sustained maintenance.

Against this backdrop, we approach the problem of the environmental footprint of 
social media with some caution. We want to discuss ways to waste differently: by 
reflecting material investments on the infrastructural level, and looking for ways to 
make material entanglements transparent and ethically addressable.

The sudden influx of new Mastodon users in November 2022 has challenged the 
limits of Mastodon’s federated infrastructure. Mastodon now has roughly 8M us-
ers logging in through more than 10k serves. A month ago, it was a fraction of this. 
Following this increase in users, these have to be patient, as text and other media 
flow more slowly through the network. However, where Twitter users were only 
ever able to wait out outages, Mastodon users can balance the load on the infra-
structure by creating new servers/instances for themselves, reminiscent of prin-
ciples of peer-to-peer networking. In this process, novices to hosting web services 
have to face the material and elemental aspects of social media: as user numbers 
increase, so do the storage requirements and operating costs. With an economic 
model that is independent of online advertisement, those costs fall on system 
administrators and become visible when they request donations from users.

The occasion presents an opportunity to reflect on the waste we generate online 
and to imagine social media otherwise. It shows that there are costs to running 
services online, and that without advertisement-reliant economic models, those 
costs fall on system administrators and their supporters.

We are a group that has started to meet through virtual means and builds on lo-
cal ties in Europe and Canada. Our expertise is spread across media studies and 
science and technology studies. While many of us were active users of “the bird 
site,” we all started to tinker with Mastodon after the controversial acquisition and 
dramatic reconfiguration of Twitter by billionaire businessman Elon Musk in late 
2022. 

The discussions on social media (fig. 1) were followed up on Zoom and are mod-
erated by Stefan. We document our discussions with the help of Etherpad.

Our conversations have proceeded, in part, out of a shared sense of urgency (and 
we recognize that repeated manufacture of a shared sense of urgency is a key 
operation logic of social media, and a source of its toxicity). Instead of debating 
the digital public sphere or digital climate emissions as an abstract or remote 
research question, we are moved by an ethical and practical need to both secure 
a digital forum for intellectual exchange and social connection and respond to the 
ongoing climate crisis. Twitter’s apparent meltdown, in other words, is an environ-
mental and interpersonal matter. What seemed solid is now a ruin.

building SharEd fora on ruinS

With 436 million active users, Twitter is one of the biggest social networks, yet 
small compared to YouTube (2.5 billion) or Facebook (2.9 billion, Statista). Calling 
it a ‘public sphere’ is thus to overstate many possible meanings of the word ‘pub-
lic.’ Still, it is a politically relevant forum in which opinions are formed and devel-
oped, and it has become a good way for academics to network internationally. At 
their best, Twitter conversations and contacts have proven to be excellent sources 
for quickly spreading research results and insights as well as for intellectual and 
career networking, news about academia, recommendations and references for 
research projects and teaching, and calling out misconduct, inviting to conferenc-
es and other events, and collegial goodwill and camaraderie. For those of us who 
teach in smaller universities, and in smaller research fields for whom the closest 

Figure 1: Discussing environ-
mental footprint on social me-
dia: Mastodon (left) and Twitter 
(right). Screenshots by Stefan 
Laser
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collaborators and peers are often far away, and especially amid the interruptions 
to conference routines during the COVID-19 pandemic, the platform has become 
a meaningful way to maintain connections with distant and more diverse voices. 
This seems to be especially true for our colleagues of color (Okoye VO 2021). 
Additionally, as researchers look for lower-carbon alternatives to academic air 
travel, the platform has played a role in alternative forums for research exchange 
(DIY Methods 2022 Proceedings 2022).

It is anything but obvious that Mastodon can, will, or ought to provide a replace-
ment for all these uses. For a start, let us take one step back. What kind of social 
media are we talking about here?

Mastodon is named after a long-extinct mammal species; the leading developer 
and creator Eugen Rochko admits that naming is not his strong point (see also 
Wray 2017 about mythologization, valorization and de-extinction of necrofauna). 
Mastodon has been around since 2016 and was created as an antagonistic alter-
native to Twitter during earlier platform anxiety (Zulli et al. 2020). 

Mastodon differs from commercial social media in four ways. First, Mastodon 
is not centrally organized. Instead, it takes the form of decentralized, free, open-
source software (licensed through the GNU Affero General Public License 3.0) 
that anyone can host on a server. This creates a local microblogging ‘instance’, 
which may, in turn, federate with other instances. It is part of a larger universe 
or “fediverse” of other media (e.g., alternatives to YouTube or Instagram like 
PeerTube and Pixelfed) that communicate via the W3C open protocol ActivityPub 
(2017). Second, there is no algorithm to push engagement but only feeds and lists 
organized by time, like on early Twitter. The algorithms at hand are only used for 
certain services, like transitioning between servers without losing followers. Third, 
instead of relying on algorithmic power and machine learning magic, Mastodon 
developers have invested energy in crafting content moderation tools, various op-
tions to block harmful users and entire instances, and implemented gadgets such 
as content warning options that improve the user experience. Both, the tools and 
their genealogy matter. Scrolling through GitHub history and considering critical 
discussions on Mastodon, we learned that these tools grew out of community 
protests pushed by queer folks, protests partly against the main developer who 
does not always acknowledge critical input (see Jon Pincus (2022) partial history 
of Mastodon). Lastly, Mastodon is ad-free. The software development and indi-
vidual instances are supported by funding and volunteer labor. Notwithstanding 
these four differences, for end-users, Mastodon is functionally and practically a 
drop-in replacement of familiar and hegemonic social media services; the exciting 
difference is precisely in the ownership and governance of the infrastructure.

As a result of the decentralized approach, there is a slightly higher barrier to join 
the network. There are new and diverse social norms and patchier outcomes for 
up- and response times. Like Twitter, users curate a network of friends and mi-
croblogged content within instances and broader “federated” servers (Zulli et al. 
2020). What is absent on Mastodon is the ability to quote Tweet content and algo-
rithmically organized news feeds, and so far, there is limited virality to it. 

Technical properties have social consequences. In this sense, the development of 
Mastodon is an exciting live experiment. Per Winner (1980; for a classic critique, 
see Woolgar 1991), the platform is more compatible with certain kinds of social 
relations and not others – less clout chasing, a greater culture of image descrip-
tions and consent, etc. Mastodon is classified as an “alternative social media” 
(Zulli et al. 2020) because it takes core features of platforms such as Twitter and 
Reddit and applies them in a non-profit-oriented way, with the result that niche 
communities are nurtured, content moderation can be distributed and adapted 
depending on the community, and, via independent and open code development, 
server operators are given additional design freedom to go their own way beyond 
the main code (for example, via their own “forkes” in which longer posts are al-
lowed or certain features are added).
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The key point for our experiment is that the decentralized approach relies on us-
ers choosing a server to log in to; there is more than one place to go. At the level 
of user experience, this is intentional friction, a “seamful design” (Weiser 1994; 
Chalmers et al 2003). Anyone with the competencies, resources and infrastruc-
ture can run a server: companies and nonprofits, individuals and communities. 
Using existing hosting packages and containers, both peace lovers and war mak-
ers can set up a Mastodon instance based on online instructions. Yet how it will 
unfold from there on will vary. This is precisely what we as STS and (e-)waste 
scholars are interested in. 

A challenge for social media infrastructure is handling the quick and unpredict-
able changes in traffic. Scalability is the “value proposal” of cloud computing 
(Fehling et al. 2014). For example, we can predict bursts during sports events and 
elections. Yet, bursts also happen during environmental catastrophes, political 
protests and upheaval, content or influenza going viral, military attacks, etc. This 
cannot be foreseen. But platforms must calculate with this, and they regularly fail. 
For instance, although Twitter has based its service on combinations of cloud 
and data center solutions, and on controlling backbone and edge traffic (Hashemi 
2017). It has a hidden history of outages during traffic bursts, in 2022 alone going 
down in January, March, July, and September (https://www.datacenterdynamics.
com/en/news/twitter-musk-layoffs-outages-server-overheat/). 

On the one hand, it is questionable if a decentralized network such as Mastodon – 
both in terms of technology and staff infrastructure – can ensure continuous ser-
vice. On the other hand, outages that make it impossible to traffic masses of panic 
posts may also be an advantage to healthier public debate and quality time online. 
We may revise our social media-shaped desires to be online and continuously 
produce and consume information. These networks are shaped and challenged 
by use. In return, the user experience is shaped and challenged by the viability, 
sustainability, and resilience of its infrastructure (and what that infrastructure re-
lies on – like electricity and water.)

We started our online exchange with the question of whether Twitter consumes 
more energy and has a greater hunger for powerful and up-to-date hardware 
and to what extent the centralized servers and data centers partially offset this 
through energy efficiencies. One interlocutor used the Mastodon thread to hint 
at a comparison of Zoom/Microsoft Teams vs. Big Blue Button, a comparison 
of a commercial vs. an open system, and emphasizes the benefits of the open 
system. Unfortunately, there are no figures available on the energy consumption 
of Twitter. Absent such studies, we can only assume that the dependence on ad-
vertising and machine learning demands significantly outweighs the economics 
of scale on the commercial platform. So there has to be a surplus. Crucially, we 
do not trust claims of net zero emissions, especially considering the considerable 
savings Elon Musk wants to make on data centers.

Critical data center studies (Hogan et al. 2022) show that energy consumption 
is closely related to waste practices. The drive for ever-higher efficiency in data 
center management leads to the rapid replacement of hardware. In contrast, em-
bodied carbon emissions and e-waste are largely ignored, i.e., not included in the 
calculation of standardized ratios of the industry. In addition, there is a strong 
separation of hardware and software so that operators do not ask how the need 
for targeted and nudge-oriented advertising (often powered by machine learning) 
drives up energy and computing requirements. Beyond this central focus on in-
dustrial practices, wasteful routines of users also emerge, such as dialing into 
mobile internet networks or producing high-resolution screens. It is important to 
emphasize that the consequences of such waste practices are not equally dis-
tributed but are borne in particular in the global South and by minorities (Laser/
Schlitz 2019). By engaging with Mastodon, we argue that infrastructures can be 
re-arranged and managed differently.
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What kinds of worlds are not probable but possible from the ruins of Twitter? 
Mastodon might not be the next big thing. Yet it is an exciting network that many 
people are experimenting with and, for STS scholars, offers entry points to learn 
through practical engagement. Perhaps more important than Mastodon per se is 
the idea of othernets (Dourish 2017 chapter 7); the internet we have is not a neces-
sity, and might take a very different shape and feel different based on new collec-
tivities. If Mastodon has a less devastating impact on the environment, what else 
about our internet can we change, or make a case for changing? 

towardS a SunniEr Social mEdia

As open-source software, Mastodon lends itself to more-than-software-based ex-
perimentation. Our collective is interested in grappling with the practicalities and 
wasting practices of hosting Mastodon instances through solar energy; we desire 
a solarpunk Internet! This way, we follow an elemental approach orbiting around 
the sun. It is, in the words of Brain, Nathanson, and Piantella (2022), a form of 
energy-centred design that follows protocols and forms of ‘natural intelligence’ 
instead of ad-tech algorithms.

In practice, this would mean building, configuring, and maintaining servers on en-
ergy-efficient computers (such as Raspberry Pis) and an off-grid solar photovol-
taic energy system. We plan to pilot this idea in Canada and Germany, creating a 
network that stores and serves data through the Mastodon software differently 
based on where the sun is shining (and, perhaps, powers down entirely in peri-
ods of darkness and inclement weather). This low-carbon method (Pasek and 
Piantella; Pasek 2020; see also Landa 2021; Landa and Riggelsen Gjørding 2021) 
would allow us to measure data flows, energy consumption and production, and 
relate them to user interactions and weather conditions. In this way, we can ad-
dress our lack of knowledge about the energy consumption of social media by 
generating statistics ourselves, which can become the basis for discussions. 
Furthermore, this setup allows experimenting with ways of disclosure: Besides 
the documentation in texts like this one, a Mastodon bot is planned that feeds the 
data that the Raspberry Pi server digs up back into the discussion on Mastodon.

What is exciting and almost poetic about solar energy is that the energetic con-
straints affect the engagement of users in very different ways than the adver-
tising-induced triggers of the commercial alternative: when the sun goes down, 
server’s power decreases and—depending on battery strength and activity—may 
go offline, resulting in environmentally-determined periods of rest. Situating mat-
ters. But it is strange. We noted that since the early days of homepages, many 
internet consumers could not or did not have to imagine themselves as server 
hosts until now, and indeed were alienated from this idea. Here, too, there is a rich 
ethical resource for reflection and alternative world-making. Last but not least, 
note that our group consists of scholars from both Europe and Canada. Due to 
the time-space difference of almost half a day, it took negotiation to find a slot for 
a teleconference. But for hosting social media through solar renewable energy, it 
is all the more exciting that we are in entirely different places rotating around the 
sun and receiving its radiation.

This is actual work in progress. The question of costs and how we relate our sys-
tem to administrators will accompany us, as will the question of where and in 
what form we want to tap and store energy – if we wish to store it at all. For 
example, in Germany, this has to do with regulatory and aesthetic matters: at the 
campus in the Ruhr area, we have to maneuver the heritage protection of the his-
torical campus, which is not immediately compatible with setting up solar panels 
outside our office windows. 

Our research interests, desires, and practice, therefore, bring us to a very differ-
ent set of scales, challenges, and responsive behaviors than those germane to 
Twitter. As a form of critical making (Ratto 2011), however, the project prototypes 
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and prefigures many interesting dynamics with great potential to yield insights 
into the seemingly intractable sociotechnical problems of contemporary social 
media and its participation in professional academic life. As a form of critical 
making, it also involves our practical and affective investment in acts of explora-
tory discovery and maintenance. It seems to transform the problem of the schol-
arly commons into matters of both environmental and relational care (Puig de la 
Bellacasa 2017).

The notion of care invites us to think about what good forms of wasting may be. 
We assume that solar energy is an acceptable form of energy; we want to use 
equipment that we already possess (although gadgets had to be ordered, too); 
and we refrain from advertising to save computing capacity. But it immediately 
gets complicated. Setting up infrastructures is a care-full task involving questions 
of technology selection and division of labor, which at Mastodon extends up to 
the moderation team. 

So what will be set up? We rely on an experimental and iterative approach. In other 
words, we are not starting with a large network for thousands of users, but first 
want to check whether and how we could get something to work in a small set-
up. Growing follows birthing. We use this opportunity to document and reflect on 
what kind of materials we are wasting and the worlds we establish and cherish. 
This qualitative research approach links methods from the social sciences and 
humanities with critical computing. We invite others to do so, too, working with 
local resources, needs, and visions. And consider contributing to the discussion 
on Mastodon!
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We are a new transatlantic collective that found each other through free exchange on 
social media. We engage with the creation and deployment of social media addressing 
environmental and energetic concerns. We host Mastodon with renewable energy and 
reflect on our learning and building process.
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Plastics are everywhere, and plasticity is a concept frequently deployed to think 
of/with plastic’s material and more-than-material possibilities. As the specter of 
plastic and its debris loom upon populations and environments, this review pon-
ders upon the limits of plasticity.

Jajiwal is a village by the river, where agrarian work was practised for genera-
tions. Now situated at the peripheries of the rapidly expanding Jodhpur city in the 
western state of Rajasthan, India, the narrow river flowing through Jajiwal has 
run dry. With the uncertainty and unruliness of monsoon, farming cycles have 
reduced, and most landed families have given up on agriculture. Sons and daugh-
ters have left the village in pursuit of alternative careers or moved by marriage. A 
state highway cuts through the village and connects it to centers of industry and 
commerce. Staple food – grains of wheat, bajra (pearl millets), daal, rice, oil, and 
spices – now come to the village neatly packaged in plastic. As drinking water is 
increasingly difficult to source, women walk hours on desert sand to distant deep 
wells. Families who can afford it, buy water in bulk containers made of polythene 
terephthalate – PET, readily available from neighbouring shops. Upper caste resi-
dents, typically landowners, have started running retail business in their premises, 
while the landless – typically, Dalits (former untouchables and socially outcast) – 
find precarious underpaid work in a radically altered agrarian economy. They work 
in shops, carry heavy merchandise, clean shops, and the residential premises of 
patrons, removing and burning plastic waste. Plastic packaged commodity pour 
in regularly by the highway to replenish and sustain the village economy.

When I visited Jajiwal eight years ago, as an engineer, invited by a local activ-
ist group to advise on plastic waste management technology, discarded plastic 
packaging and their residues were a common sight in and around the village, 
as everywhere else along the way. The panchayat – village-level government – 
lacked resources to clean up, without state subsidy or financial support from the 
industry. Left to fend for themselves, human and more-than-human residents in 
the landscape were left sinking in a downstream plastic sink, becoming part of, 
trying to make sense of, the open-ended history of this persistent material.

Jajiwal enables us to appreciate the scale and complexity of the plastic prob-
lem. Indeed, plastic packaging protects food items, ensures secure transport and 
steady supply at a time of ecological precarity and reduced scale and quality of 
local production. Plastic enables, alongside, a commodification of essential items 
as part of a wider network of production, labour, quality control, valuation, and 
profit, which are in most parts distant and removed from Jajiwal. Residents at 
Jajiwal, in turn, are turned into consumers, dependent on these obscure supply 
chains, vulnerable to abusive price rise and low-quality staples. Poorer residents, 
especially those without strong social support like marginalized Dalits, are ren-
dered even more precarious and vulnerable, often in the absence of regular state 
subsidy. Last, but not the least, there is the issue of accumulation of plastic discard 
and its physical-chemical residues over the landscape, open to bodily exposure.

Plastic is not a single material. Plastics are necessarily multiple, complex materi-
als constituted by thousands of chemical compounds. They have a main skeleton 
based on chains – polymers – of various hydrocarbons, an abundant class of 
organic compounds, present in the bodies of the living and the dead, fossilized 
in the layers of the Earth’s crust. There are other constituent chemicals, including 
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additives like phthalates, bisphenols and dyes added to impart specific capaci-
ties to the material, besides residues and accumulated substances. Most present 
plastics are synthetic – produced industrially at scale, especially post World War 
II. A darling of the petrochemical industry, plastics enjoy an unlimited supply of 
chemical raw materials, privileging power over markets and lobbies. Plastic is in-
dissociable from profit.

“Plastic”, a Union Carbide employee, A. A. Boehm, writes in 1968, “is the commer-
cial form of a polymer, ..., modified to make them more perfectly suit the needs 
of a specific application”. Unlike naturally occurring materials like wood or metals, 
plastics are materials by design, custom-made for purpose, molecule by molecule 
(Bensaude Vincent, 2013). Material and product conceived together, plastics can 
be made into anything in theory, mimic any material quality and subvert natural 
resistances upon design. Roland Barthes penned an exuberant ode to the materi-
al in the 1950s. Plastic, he proclaims, is “the very idea of ... infinite transformation; 
as its everyday name indicates, it is ubiquity made visible... less a thing than the 
trace of a movement”. Plastic’s “scope of ... transformations”, Barthes adds, “gives 
man the measure of his power, the very itinerary of plastic gives him the euphoria 
of prestigious free-wheeling through Nature.” (Barthes, 1971: 110)

Quintessential, therefore, to a modernist vision of unbridled progress in capitalism 
and consumption, plastic does promise a certain social and economic democra-
tization. Historian Jeffrey Meikle elaborates (1995), plastic enabled the masses to 
buy and use products once unaffordable, and to indulge in practices once purely 
aspired across class divides. In India, as in many countries of the developing world, 
plastics came in later – typically near the end of last millennium, but firmly caught 
on to industry and cultures of industrial consumption. Cultural historians Doron 
and Jeffrey write how plastics helped introduce items in India such as toothbrush-
es, kitchen white goods, cars, and how these items have been attuned to be more 
accessible, thus driving aspirations, helping create and sustain a burgeoning mid-
dle-class and lower-middle class into prominence (2018). Plastics are also key in 
developing ‘market devices’ that help create and expand markets (Muniesa et al., 
2007; Hawkins et al., 2015; Dey, 2021). For example, plastic carrier bags enabled 
more purchasing, setting up convenient links between commerce and consump-
tion. For women doing grocery, it engendered new freedoms in movement and 
socialization. For subsistence economies, different sized carrier bags enabled por-
tioning, buying according to one’s means. The cheap procurement and re-use of 
durable packaging items also led to residual forms of consumption, favouring sub-
sistence living and gendered caste experience. Plastic’s material mutability makes 
possible the design, batch-production and marketability of products and variants 
at scale, suitable to context and need, even enabling limited reuse (Dey, 2021).

In India, plastic’s infinite mutability has powered a socio-economic transition, like 
in other countries. After the relaxation of industrial and trade regulations in the 
late 80s, opening up economy to globalized capital and liberalized world orders, 
India gained status as an economic superpower. This is despite critiques of in-
equity, poor quality of life and lack of access to basic infrastructures. The coun-
try is among the fastest growing plastic producers, at par with China. Reliance 
Industries, a private company and India’s foremost ‘virgin’ plastics manufacturer 
and importer, is among the biggest manufacturers in the world (PlastIndia, 2022). 
Jajiwal village of the early 21st century bears witness, however, to the paradoxes 
of a plasticated capitalism.

Scholars have developed the concept of plasticity across practical contexts to 
denote a certain malleability of form and function, diversity of cultural and affec-
tive relations with matter, sometimes a potentially limitless amenability to change, 
regeneration, and effectuating utopian visions of mutability – material, practical, 
social, and political (Star, 1989; Malabou, 2005; Bensaude Vincent, 2013; McKay 
et al., 2020). But the concept of plasticity of plastics beseeches urgent revision. 
Here is why: 
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One of the obvious counterpoints to the imagination of infinite mutability is the 
specter of immutability which characterizes the phenomenon of plastic waste. 
More than 9 billion tons of plastic matter have been manufactured globally, all 
of these linger in the environment in some form, more than 13 million tons of 
plastic matter end up in the oceans each year. With stable basic chemical bonds, 
massive scale, ubiquity, and speed of environmental proliferation, plastic material 
accumulates, sometimes in the order of thousands of years. Plastic is not plastic, 
in most cases, and plastic accumulation is a prominent narrative, increasingly 
current within concerned constituencies, globally.

But immutability does not cut through the twisted complexity of the plastic ques-
tion. Indeed, post-use plastics are routinely mutated – for instance, into fuel, re-
cycled into new products through ingenious, often-informal, enterprises. These 
mutabilities are key to waste remediation and must be acknowledged, not least 
for the mitigation of technical difficulties and biological hazards involved in so-
cio-ecological harm reduction from plastic waste (Gill, 2009; Dey and Michael, 
2021a, 2021b).

Furthermore, despite an apparent stability, plastic materials continue to leach, 
combine with other matter – including heavy metals, and compound into chem-
ical cocktails, biological agglomerate ecologies and uncanny geological forms. 
As molecules from a once-bottle, a once-bag move and mingle in a living and 
changing earth, these constitute a dense undergrowth of mutabilities occurring 
ceaselessly, often imperceptibly, unknowably (Liboiron, 2016).

While these are open-ended transformations, many of these mutabilities may 
involve relative forms of muting. That is to say, they serve disabling functions, 
closing down possibilities for certain agents and ecologies, performing iterations 
of injustice. Think of petrochemical spills, leachates, fumes, and residues entering 
bodies in doses potent enough for endocrine disruption and a suite of long-term 
and generationally reproduced health issues. More durable plastic debris stick to 
body parts, organs, tissues, block circulation, weigh down bodies, literally choking, 
gagging, forms of life. Plastic debris slow down rivers, alter landscapes, cause 
floods, disrupt livelihoods, tourism. Muting capacities of plastics and its suite of 
chemicals are multiple, unfolding in diverse ways, progressively felt, and known.

The muting capacities of plastic materiality may be assembled in complex, 
networked ways. Plastic theorists and sociologists of Science and Technology 
Studies have drawn on the geometrical notion of topology, a non-Euclidean con-
ception of space and time, where relation between points are immanent and 
emerging, not necessarily fixed or linear along pre-defined orders (Gabrys et al., 
2013). For example, it is instructive to observe how plastic wastes immutabil-
ity is not simply a failure of downstream waste management. On the contrary, 
immutability is a synthetically induced capacity, as Gay Hawkins and co-authors 
note (2015). Indeed, most plastic materials are durable because they are made to 
maintain integrity against trials of strength and a range of physico-chemical affin-
ities under worldly conditions. These very qualities that make plastics valuable as/
in specific products and devices also make them immutable in the environment, 
post-use.

Process philosophies, say after A. N. Whitehead (1929), or recently after Manuel 
de Landa (2011), tend to view matter and materiality as enactment of processes. 
According to STS theorist Mike Michael, plastic’s mutability is, therefore, condi-
tional. The material capacities for change would draw on a variety of relations, for 
instance, from materials being deployed, their supply conditions, processing site, 
equipment and technical affordances, environmental and thermodynamic con-
ditions, to knowledge relations, expertise, labour, incumbent legal environments, 
lobbying power, marketing, demand, etc. As such, plastic’s infinite mutability may 
only be a specific enactment of plasticity, where the topological relations between 
diverse elements of processes are consequential. Plasticity, as a concept, is there-
fore, plastic, its content and form vary across site and context, Michael argues 
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(2013). Accordingly, even immutability, say of waste plastic debris, or limited mu-
tabilities – say, of domestic plastic repurposing, would be specific enactments, 
unfolding relationally over processual contexts.

There are reasons to consider plastic’s potentials to mute as preconditional to 
conceptualizing plastic’s ontology. Of the key constituency of thousands of chem-
icals that are added by producers to make plastic matter suitably mutable for 
commerce, some 2,400 are classified as potentially toxic; some documented to 
have far-reaching health consequences for humans and non-humans, across 
generations, even at small doses (Dey et al., 2022). Plastic is not plastic without 
these chemicals, which leak, interact with other substances, and become complex 
chemical cocktails across plastic’s life cycle – from resource extraction to produc-
tion, use situations, states of disposal and attempts of recovery. Potentials for 
toxicant exposure and harm are, therefore, ubiquitous as these chemicals persist.

There is again the need to address colonial land relations, processes of extraction 
– of labour and oil, and rights to expose and pollute, always already embedded 
within practical calculations and infrastructures that enact industrial plastics to-
day, their abundance, and unfolding plasticity. Plastics are thus inextricably com-
mercial and colonial (Liboiron, 2021).

Thinking topologically, the socio-material relations of violence enacting plastics 
go back to fossilized deep time, to colonial geopolitical and economic relations 
in the pasts but persist in the present. Environmental historian Rebecca Altman 
recounts how deep-sea copper telegraph networks – key to the British coloniza-
tion project, needed to be insulated with gutta-percha, resulting in the clearing 
of gutta forests across South-East Asia in the late 19th century. Early plastics 
were produced with cheap, often bonded labour, disproportionately exposed to 
physico-chemical hazards in the factory (Altman, 2021). Workers continue to 
get exposed even today, with the range and scale of hazardous plastic chem-
icals having increased (Hardin et al. demonstrate this in an upcoming article). 
The predominant petrochemical sourcing of present plastics continues legacies 
of toxic exposure, starting right upstream, as evident, for instance, in Louisiana’s 
Cancer Alley, home to predominantly Black and ethnic minorities with lineages in 
local plantations of the past (Ghosh, 2021; Davies, 2022). The lower Mississippi 
valley, is home now, of course, to the world’s largest plastic producers and pet-
rochemical polluters. Present-day plastic production continues accelerated, with 
false promises of downstream remedy. In reality, containers full of plastic waste 
continue to be shipped to historically impoverished communities to clean up, an 
arrangement bound up for failure, leading to uneven redistributions of waste and 
unjust proliferation of potentially toxic chemicals. Waste importers tend to be 
once-colonized nation states, and those handling residues as a livelihood enter-
prise, working night and day, against meagre pay, are lower-caste, impoverished 
workers, often women and children (Altman and Dey, 2022).

Muting is a process often caked into structured social relations, yet their elabora-
tion necessitates a nuanced expression, not the least of agency, as the example 
of commerce in plastic-packaged essentials at Jajiwal underscores. Here, vulner-
ability and environmental degradation are nested within a politics of necessity and 
choice, which in turn, furthers a broader politics of subjecthood to techno-com-
mercial hegemony and reduction of choice.

As world leaders negotiate terms for a global plastic treaty – also to be enforced 
locally, policies across scales will need to acknowledge and address the vulnera-
bilities posed but also needs met within societies and economies by plastics. Who 
– which actors involved in plastic life cycles or within political structures – need to 
or are able to act is another key debate within a just and restorative responsibility 
politics. Any policy addressing the problem must take stock of violence and vul-
nerabilities, topologically, with critical historical awareness. To consider plastic’s 
relative capacities for muting, alongside transformative potentials, will be an on-
tological problem key in addressing the politics of plastics.
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And we need better words and concepts to begin with, in preparation for a more 
just plastic politics. To address inherent, already incumbent relations and (im)pos-
sibilities at stake, words will matter. Plasticity may be too general, conveniently 
vague, and docile a terminology to describe and address a set of multiple materi-
als and processual relations that preclude the rights to pollute, and to mute in their 
free-wheeling proliferation through natures and worlds.

acKnowlEdgEmEnt notE

Research was funded by the University of Exeter International Excellence Doctoral 
Scholarship. Writing up was conducted at Aarhus University, during a postdoc-
toral fellowship under the Project “Plastics and the Anthropocene” funded by the 
Carlsberg Foundation.

bibliography

Altman R and Dey T (2022) The World Has One Big Chance to Fix Plastics. 
The Atlantic, 15 March. Available at: https://www.theatlantic.com/science/
archive/2022/03/plastic-pollution-treaty-un-environmental-assembly/627066/ 

Altman R (2021) The Myth of Historical Bio-based Plastics. Science 373(6550): 
47-49.

Barthes R (1971) Mythologies. Paris: Seuil.

Bensaude Vincent B (2013) Plastics, Materials and Dreams of Dematerialization. 
In: Gabrys J, Hawkins G & Michael M (eds) Accumulation: The Material Politics of 
Plastic. Oxford: Routledge, pp. 31-43.

Davies T (2022) Slow Violence and Toxic Geographies: ‘Out of Sight’ to Whom? 
Environment and Planning C: Politics and Space 40(2): 409-427.

De Landa M (2011) Philosophy and Simulation: The Emergence of Synthetic 
Reason. London: Bloomsbury.

Dey T and Michael M (2021a) Caring for the Multiple Cares of Plastics. In: Farrelly 
T, Taffel S and Shaw I (eds) Plastic Legacies. Athabasca, AB: Athabasca University 
Press.

Dey T and Michael M (2021b) Plastic Possibilities: Contrasting the Uses of Plastic 
‘Waste’ in India. Anthropology Today 37(3): 11-15.

Dey T, Trasande L, Altman R et al. (2022) Global plastic treaty should address 
chemicals. Science 378(6622): 841-842.

Dey T (2021) Plastic Mut(e)ability: Limited Promises of Plasticity. Worldwide 
Waste 4(1).

Doron A and Jeffrey R (2018) Waste of a Nation. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press.

Gabrys J, Hawkins G and Michael M (2013) Accumulation: The Material Politics of 
Plastic. Oxford: Routledge.

Ghosh A (2021) The Nutmeg’s Curse: Parables for a Planet in Crisis. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press.

Gill K (2009) Of Poverty and Plastic: Scavenging and Scrap Trading Entrepreneurs in 
India’s Urban Informal Economy. New Delhi: Oxford University Press.

Hawkins G, Potter E and Race K (2015) Plastic Water: The Social and Material Life 
of Bottled Water. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

EASST Review 2022 I Vol 41 I No 3

38

https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2022/03/plastic-pollution-treaty-un-environmental-assembly/627066/
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2022/03/plastic-pollution-treaty-un-environmental-assembly/627066/


Liboiron M (2016) Redefining Pollution and Action: The Matter of Plastics. Journal 
of Material Culture 21(1): 87-110.

Liboiron M (2021) Pollution Is Colonialism. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Malabou C (2005) The Future of Hegel: Plasticity, Temporality, and Dialectic. 
London: Routledge.

McKay D, Stanes E, Githua N, Lei X and Dixon S (2020) On Global Plasticity: Framing 
the Global Through Affective Materiality. New Global Studies 14(3): 307-326.

Meikle J (1995) American Plastic: A Cultural History. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
University Press.

Michael M (2013) Process and Plasticity: Printing, Prototyping and the Prospects 
of Plastic. In: Gabrys J, Hawkins G & Michael M (eds) Accumulation: The Material 
Politics of Plastic. Oxford: Routledge, pp. 44-60.

Muniesa F, Millo Y and Callon M (2007) An Introduction to Market Devices. In: 
Muniesa F, Millo Y and Callon M (eds) Market Devices. Oxford: Blackwell, pp. 1-12.

PlastIndia (2022) Plastic Industry Status Report 2021-2022. New Delhi: PlastIndia 
Foundation.

Star S (1989) Regions of Mind: Brain Research and the Quest for Scientific Certainty. 
Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press.

Whitehead A (1929) Process and Reality: An Essay In Cosmology. New York: The 
Free Press.

Dr. Tridibesh Dey (he/him) is an engaged anthropologist of science and technology, and 
a former systems engineer. He has been thinking and tinkering with plastics and the 
tangled socio-political worlds of plastic pollution for a while, struck by wonder and anger 
the deeper he digs into the problem. Growing up with plastic waste in South Asia and 
learning about plastics as much from informal waste-workers, recyclers, and craftsper-
sons as from scholars and ‘expert’ practitioners, Dr. Dey is a feminist, anti-colonial, and 
trans-disciplinary scholar, treating plasticity as an epistemological and ontological prob-
lem, full of perils and potentials for socio-economic justice. Having completed his PhD 
at the University of Exeter, Dr. Dey is presently a post-doc at Aarhus University.

39

STS Live



chEriSh, not pEriSh



The climate and ecological crisis cannot be solved without system change.  

Greta Thunberg, UN Climate Action Summit, 2020

‘System change, not climate change’ is not a request we make to the current 
institutions.

Ecosocialist Encounter, 2022

bEyond climatE fixES: from public controvErSy 
to SyStEm changE

Les Levidow
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booK inSpirEd by KnowlEdgE co-production

A few years ago I began to plan a book on climate change, specifically on conflicts 
around false solutions versus grassroots alternatives. Although authored by me 
alone, it draws on knowledge co-production processes over the past decade or 
more.

My idea began from a political lacuna, namely: Despite greater demands for cli-
mate action and elite promises to reduce carbon emissions, fossil fuel usage was 
set to rise indefinitely (and now even more so since the Russia-Ukraine-NATO 
war). What has driven or facilitated the rise? What has been the role of false solu-
tions for climate change?   

Many insights have come from critical books on energy decarbonisation – actual, 
hypothetical or promised, often dependent on techno-optimistic solutions. This 
focus misses Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions from wider production systems, 
where putative fixes likewise depend on promissory scenarios.   False solutions 
often have provoked protest linking many issues and societal groups, especially 
those most harmed by environmental problems (see Table 1). Such multi-stake-
holder alliances would be necessary to drive a socially just decarbonisation agen-
da. Given the many political campaigns against such fixes, what can be learned 
from their strategies and outcomes? For academic research, political campaigns, 
and their linkages?  

Figure 1, 2: Agrofuels as oil addiction 
and a carbon-emissions time bomb

Credits: Biofuelwatch; Anthony 
Turner, CEO Visuals.
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These questions led me to engage more with Climate Justice (CJ) perspectives 
on ‘system change’. Over the past decade I have participated in CJ activists’ dis-
cussions, involving knowledge co-production between activists and academics, 
some personifying both roles. These discussions analysed prevalent NGO strat-
egies, their limitations, the elite’s false promises, and means to undermine them, 
especially by contesting the systemic causes of climate change.  

As I further reflected, my long-time research on wider techno-fix controversies 
likewise involved civil society groups in knowledge co-production, sometimes 
more formally as Participatory Action Research.  Our joint discussions diagnosed 
systemic causes of environmental problems, putative fixes evading those causes, 
and political strategies for contesting them. Such fixes were meant to be stimu-
lated by market-type policy instruments.    

They made promises about technoscientific advances, avoiding or overcoming 
negative effects of previous technologies. Sooner or later, advocates claimed that 
similar fixes would offer climate solutions.  Examples include: ‘climate-smart ag-
riculture’, claiming to sequester carbon through GM crops; 2nd-generation (or ad-
vanced) biofuels, claiming to reduce GHG emissions by replacing for oil; Advanced 
Thermal Treatments of municipal solid waste, claiming to reduce GHG emissions 
from landfill and through bio-based fuel products; and Carbon Capture & Storage 
(CCS), claiming to decarbonise fossil fuels (see Table near the end). 

Those climate-mitigation claims provoked further controversy and critical anal-
ysis. Over two decades, my research benefited from such interchanges. So my 
book plan likewise has drawn inspiration from the collective insights gained. 

To link all those aspects, I saw the need for a big picture. This could inform more 
effective campaign strategies against false solutions, while counterposing means 
towards system change. Such a framework could attract a diverse readership -- 
researchers, NGO staff, wider activists, civil servants, etc. I obtained advice from 
many such people on my preliminary plan.  That process shaped my book’s title, 
Beyond Climate Fixes: From Public Controversy to System Change.   

This article conveys how my framework links CJ perspectives with academic 
ones from the STS and social movements literature. 

climatE JuSticE vErSuS tEchno-marKEt framEworK 

The prominent slogan ‘System Change Not Climate Change’ has sharpened pub-
lic debate about the societal changes that are necessary to avoid climate dis-
aster in ways creating an environmentally sustainable, socially just future. The 
demand for ‘system change’ directs attention at profit-driven high-carbon produc-
tion systems which cause climate change, other environmental harms, resource 
plunder and social injustices, along with policies which perpetuate them. The slo-
gan originated in the Climate Justice movement, especially in the run-up to the 
2009 Copenhagen COP. It became more prominent in the 2019 School Strike for 
Climate and then the Fridays For Future protests. This agenda has overlapped 
with some Just Transition agendas (likewise Green New Deal agendas) for a so-
cially just, low-carbon future. 

Nevertheless, GHG emissions have continued to rise, alongside overall energy us-
age and renewable energy, which thereby complements system continuity rather 
than system change. This trend has been facilitated by techno-optimistic prom-
ises for low-carbon solutions. These have envisaged smooth pathways to decar-
bonisation, have encouraged a passive public to accept or await such fixes and 
thus  have depoliticised or pre-empted societal choices about potential futures.  

Indeed, some proponents have idealised future technologies as ‘climate fixes’ 
which would avoid the need for major societal change and so be more feasibly 
implemented. To reach the target of near-zero carbon emissions, ‘I am told by 
scientists that 50% of the reductions we have to make by 2050 are going to come 
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Figure 3: Carbon Capture & Storage 
(CCS) remains elusive, meanwhile 
justifying lucrative fossil fuels. 
Credit: Cathy Wilcox.

from technologies we don’t yet have’, said the US government’s climate envoy 
John Kerry.  His wishful expectation revealed the elite’s long-term alibi, namely: 
awaiting hypothetical fixes, and perhaps funding them, meanwhile continuing 
high-carbon production and consumption systems.  

A key instrument has been market-type incentives. More than simply an instru-
ment, this policy framework promotes a specific social order of market compe-
tition, often undermining cooperation. The concept ‘techno-market’ fix, already 
in the STS literature, seemed apt for naming the dominant policy framework of 
global policy elites.  

A techno-market framework seeks to create new markets whose competitive 
forces will stimulate eco-efficient technological solutions. This policy framework 
arose from merging two antecedents, ecological modernisation and neoliberal 
environmentalism. Political responsibility for outcomes can be conveniently dis-
placed from states to anonymous market forces and/or to technological barriers: 
no one can be held accountable for failure.  

For a long time, a techno-market policy framework has been elaborated through 
carbon credits and trading, especially under the 1997 Kyoto Protocol of the UN 
Climate Convention. The European Union likewise has a long history of tech-
no-market frameworks. EU policy more generally has anticipated and promoted 
technoscientific development as central to societal progress, thus depoliticising 
policy choices and responsibility for them. The promised environmental remedies 
have served to perpetuate GHG emissions. Both institutions remain complicit in 
climate change, despite their pretensions to global environmental leadership.   

Nevertheless recurrent public dissent has often re-opened technical and market 
issues as political ones, pressed state bodies to defend their versions of the public 
good and counterposed rival futures. This analysis provides a rationale to identify 
a non-state social agency, at least in the global North.

Social agEncy: countEr-publicS aligning critical framES

Given frequent controversy of techno-market fixes, this has opened up greater op-
portunities to promote low-carbon, lower-energy alternatives. Yet there seemed a 
lacuna in social agency, i.e. a political force with the political will, collective capaci-
ties and necessary resources to implement solutions. Such an agency would need 
to link diverse socio-political forces much broader than the climate movement per 
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se. So I looked back at various techno-market fixes, political strategies for promot-
ing them, and multi-stakeholder strategies for undermining them, likewise various 
alternatives being promoted.   

Alternative agendas have come from multi-stakeholder citizen-expert alliances. 
Together they have contested official knowledge-claims about benefits of the 
dominant innovation agenda. Such opposition has drawn on knowledge from 
socially excluded groups (e.g. service users, patients, low-income groups, small-
scale producers, etc.), facilitated by NGOs and social movements. These ‘mobi-
lised counter-publics’ have stimulated public controversy over dominant agendas, 
prevented public consent and counterposed alternative futures (as theorised by 
David Hess, Scott Frickel and colleagues). 

Criticising dominant policy assumptions, such counter-publics have moreover 
highlighted the anti-democratic basis of technicized decision-making. Counter-
publics identify ‘undone science’; they demand or generate resources for new 
knowledge which could serve a broad public benefit rather than private interests. 
They mobilise resources to fill the knowledge gap, sometimes for alternative solu-
tions such as grassroots inclusive innovation. This involves solidaristic common-
ing, i.e. creating communities that defend commons or devise new ones. These 
forms contribute to eco-localisation agendas; they can build more enjoyable lives 
by creating lower energy forms of livelihoods and localising production-consump-
tion circuits. 

Counter-publics often emerge from social movements, whose participants bring 
diverse framings of a societal problem, e.g. environmental or health threats, so-
cio-economic inequity, resource degradation, etc. Effective action depends on 
integrating all those issues for and through common action. As a feature of so-
cial movements, ‘frame-bridging’ aligns ‘two or more ideologically congruent but 
structurally unconnected frames regarding a particular issue or problem’ (as the-
orised by David Snow and Robert Benford). 

Figure 4: Incineration facilitates 
a wasteful, destructive linear 
economy.  Credit: UK Without 
Incineration (UKWIN)

In climate-fix controversies, alongside counter-expert critiques, opponents have 
framed false solutions in pejorative ways linking several issues. For example (see 
the Table): 

climate-resilient agriculture with GM herbicide-tolerant crops as ‘corporate-smart 
greenwash’ which degrades the soil and monetizes Nature as financial capital; 

biofuels as industrially produced ‘agrofuels’, whose land-use changes generate ‘a 
carbon-emissions time bomb’;

advanced waste treatments as ‘incineration in disguise’, and incineration general-
ly as a ‘use-and-dispose linear economy’ wasting resources and harming nearby 
communities.  

Such frame alignments have strengthened the basis for jointly undermining domi-
nant agendas and advocating socially just, low-carbon alternative futures.  
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climatE fix controvErSiES

Techno-market fix Climate promise Pejorative frame from 
counter-publics

Opponents’ alternative

Climate-smart 
agriculture, eligible for 
carbon credits as an 
incentive

Carbon sequestration from 
no-till methods with GM 
herbicide--tolerant crops

‘Corporate-smart 
greenwash’.  
‘Monetizing Nature.’

‘Agroecology feeds the people 
and cools the earth.’  

Food sovereignty. 

2nd - generation 
(advanced) biofuels 
from a mandatory 
market

Lower GHG emissions due 
to biomass (from ‘marginal 
land’) replacing fossil fuels

‘Agrofuels: no cure for oil 
addiction’.  
‘Carbon-emissions time 
bomb’ will come from land-
use changes.

Better public transport, 
mandatory fuel-efficiency, 
electric vehicles from renewable 
energy, etc.

Advanced Thermal 
Treatments (ATT) of 
waste with competitive 
subsidy 

Waste-to-Energy conversion 
for high-value products such 
as vehicle fuel

‘Incineration in disguise’. 
High-carbon ‘use-and-
dispose linear economy’ 
wastes resources.

Circular economy through 
re-usable components, greater 
recycling and Materials 
Recovery Facilities

Carbon Capture and 
Storage (CCS) with 
state subsidy.

Decarbonisation of fossil 
fuels, e.g. converting natural 
gas into hydrogen fuel. 

CCS diverts resources and 
extends dependence on 
fossil fuels while awaiting an 
elusive fix.

Energy reductions and 
substitutes from truly 
renewable-energy.

acadEmic-activiSt KnowlEdgE co-production: StratEgiES for SyStEm diagnoSiS and 
changE

For elaborating such strategies, a method has been academic-activist knowledge 
co-production, sometimes formalised as Participatory Action Research (PAR). Put 
simply, this means research with people rather than on them. PAR brings together 
researchers with practitioners, initially to identify practical problems and analyti-
cal questions that warrant joint research. Through PAR, participants should be-
come empowered to play the role of change agents.  

Environmental technofixes are generally capital-intensive innovations which sup-
posedly bring eco-efficient solutions for decarbonisation or environmental pro-
tection more broadly. As counter-publics raised risk or sustainability issues, state 
bodies have framed them as direct biophysical effects of a product or technology. 
This frame has often channelled dissent into specialist issues, thus obscuring 
systemic drivers of harm. Regulatory procedures have evaluated potential effects 
through implicit normative assumptions as regards what potential effects may be 
relevant, acceptable or worse than some standard, as if these norms lay above 
politics.  

Counter-publics have questioned such normative criteria, often disguised as ‘sci-
ence’, thus extending public controversy to regulatory expertise. Moreover, they 
have highlighted how political-economic interests and institutional commitments 
drive the fix, while excluding beneficial alternatives. Through Participatory Action 
Research (PAR) methods, researchers and civil society partners have jointly deep-
ened a systemic perspective on climate fixes, as a basis to undermine them more 
effectively and to counterpose alternative futures.  

PAR has two levels: researchers intervene in stakeholders’ practices, at the same 
as they jointly intervene in a wider context. Through this collaborative relationship, 
participant groups can gain a better collective self-understanding of their prob-
lems and opportunities, as a basis for more effectively addressing them.  This 
process can strengthen social agency for transformative aims. This book brings 
together many collective contributions, to be cherished as a collaborative process 
for lesson-drawing. 
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Overall the book elaborates a big picture of transformative mobilisations for cli-
mate justice. These need to combine four main elements: counter-publics, eco-lo-
calisation, grassroots innovation and solidaristic commoning.  Together these 
can help build an effective social agency for system change.  The big picture is 
elaborated through case studies such as GM crops, biofuels, waste incineration 
and Green New Deal agendas.

Les Levidow’s book, Beyond Climate Fixes: From Public Controversy to System 
Change will be published in spring 2023,  https://bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/
beyond-climate-fixes 

Les Levidow is Senior Research Fellow at the Open University, UK. There he has stud-
ied agri-food-environmental issues, especially technofixes, public controversy and al-
ternative agendas from civil society networks. A long-time case study was conflicts 
over agri-biotech (transgenics) in the European Union, USA and their trade conflicts. He 
has researched agroecology as a transformative agenda, initially European networks, 
and more recently South American agroecology agendas for a solidarity economy and 
food sovereignty. Some projects developed knowledge co-production with civil society 
groups. He is Co-Editor of Science as Culture. More details at http://fass.open.ac.uk/
people/ll5
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call for papErS



SaC mission statement: Our culture is a scientific one, defining what is natural 
and what is rational. Its values can be seen in what are sought out as facts and 
made as artefacts, what are designed as processes and products, and what are 
forged as weapons and filmed as wonders.   In our daily experience, power is 
exercised through expertise, e.g. in science, technology and medicine.  Science as 
Culture explores how all these shape the values which contend for influence over 
the wider society. 

SaC has three Calls for Papers, each one with a literature review. Contributors 
should engage with the STS concepts there.   So you will need to obtain the full 
CfP, as below. 

SciEncE aS culturE (Sac): thrEE callS for papErS 

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/csac
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Sac SpEcial iSSuE: “intErdiSciplinary rESEarch on SociEtal challEngES”

Guest editors: Antti Silvast, Jaakko Taipale, Mikko J. Virtanen and Terhi Esko

Full CfP: https://think.taylorandfrancis.com/special_issues/
science-culture-interdisciplinary-research

This SaC special issue invites contributions that analyse how interdisciplinary 
research collaboration relates to societal challenges. We welcome contributions 
that deal with the following questions:

• How does interdisciplinary research frame the societal challenges that 
it addresses?   

• What choices and judgments are involved in such framing? 

• What consequences does the policy-based interwovenness of inter-
disciplinarity and societal challenges have for research collaboration 
and relationships with stakeholder groups and their perspectives? For 
example, are new strategic partnerships created? What are the related 
trade-offs?

• Given the policy interest in interdisciplinary research around societal 
challenges, how does this affect the knowledge that is produced by 
academics who gain the respective funding?   

• How does such research address (or not) the original policy drivers? 

Submission Details

Deadlines

• Abstracts: 1 February 2023

• Full papers:  1 June 2023

All SaC research papers must follow the SaC editorial guidelines, especially 
the structural-conceptual features on the first page, https://www.tandf.co.uk/
journals/authors/csac_edit_guidelines.pdf 

Queries to the guest editors:  

Antti Silvast, aedsi@dtu.dk and Jaakko Taipale, jaakko.taipale@helsinki.fi
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Sac forum: “futurES of StS acadEmic publiShing”

Guest editors: Wolfgang Kaltenbrunner, Maria Amuchastegui and Kean Birch

Full CfP: https://think.taylorandfrancis.com/special_issues/
science-culture-academic-publishing/

This SaC Forum invites contributions that critically reflect on current STS publish-
ing, review and editorial practices, especially how they might develop in the future. 
As guiding themes, we propose the following questions: 

• How are STS publishing, review and editorial practices affected by 
competition for jobs, funding, and publishing space, and what does 
this mean for the kind of knowledge produced? 

• How does the changing political economy of publishing affect STS 
publishing practices, for example as regards the ownership structures 
of the publishing industry and the role of journal metrics?

• How do experiences of STS publishing practices vary across different 
levels of the academic hierarchy and different parts of the world?

• What alternative forms of STS publishing, reviewing and editing exist 
or can be imagined, for example, collective forms of editorship or col-
lective writing?  

• What can be done to ensure that STS publishing welcomes diverse 
intellectual traditions and concepts, as well as diverse forms of writing 
and publishing?

Submission Details

• Deadline: 1 May 2023.

• Length: Forum articles are flexible, ranging between 2k-6k words.

• Queries and articles to the guest editors:  Wolfgang Kaltenbrunner 
(wkaltenbrunner@gmail.com) or Maria Amuchastegui (mamuchas@
yorku.ca).  
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Sac forum: “participatory KnowlEdgE co-production”

Guest editors:  Jennifer Carrera and Les Levidow

Full CfP:  https://bit.ly/Participatory_Knowledge

https://think.taylorandfrancis.com/special_issues/science-culture-sac-forum/

Academic researchers have a long experience in co-producing knowledge with 
practitioners. This has often aimed to contest the dominant expertise, to shift 
power imbalances and thus to empower groups of many kinds.   These encom-
pass subaltern groups contesting various inequities (of race, class, gender, etc.).  
In such ways, participatory knowledge co-production has sought to promote so-
cietal transformation.  

Our Forum invites articles that address some of the following questions: 

• How have researchers co-produced knowledge with practitioners to 
inform their collective action to shift power? for resisting oppressive 
arrangements and/or building liberatory alternatives?   

• How has this process facilitated or strengthened practitioners? as a 
collective subject of strategic action? 

• What internal tensions have arisen between researchers and practi-
tioners? e.g. in scientizing dissent? Or in highlighting the implicit poli-
tics of knowledge?

• What have been the strategies to shift epistemic authority and institu-
tional power?  

• How have such efforts promoted social learning from outcomes, to-
wards more effective strategies? 

Those questions arise from concepts in the literature survey; articles should en-
gage with them.  Contributors are welcome to write personally about their own 
experiences.  

Submission Details

Deadline: 1 May 2023.

Length: Forum articles are flexible, ranging between 2k-6k words.

Guest editors:  Queries or submissions to Jennifer Carrera jcarrera@msu.edu  and 
Les Levidow, les.levidow@open.ac.uk
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STS’s central area of study is the nature of knowledge production itself. While 
the ‘fact factories’ (Knorr-Cetina 1995) of natural science have been its primary 
focus, it also seeks to incorporate reflexivity regarding its own methods, findings, 
and modes of representation. How is our knowledge situated (Haraway 1988)? 
What ‘method assemblages’ are used, and what worlds do these enact or render 
other (Law 2017)? What new ways can be found to articulate academic argu-
ments (Downey & Zuiderent-Jerak 2017; Mol 2002)? In recent years this reflexivity 
has been honed and developed through feminist and postcolonial approaches, 
which have further emphasised the situatedness and non-innocence of academic 
knowledge and practices. Abandoning historical assumptions concerning centres 
and peripheries of knowledge production, and expert compared to ‘local’ knowl-
edge, such scholarship has argued that, ultimately, all knowledge is localized, with 
deep onto-epistemic and political implications. All (STS) scholarship is shaped by 
the contexts in which and actors by whom it is produced.

It was this idea that was the starting point for a recent workshop, held in Vienna 
but involving participants from institutions in Berlin and Prague (though framing 
us in terms of our institutional affiliations is, of course, a simplification: we all 
come from different countries – within and outside Europe – disciplines, and ca-
reer points, and have different kinds of relations to the institutions in which we are 
currently located). The aim of the workshop, titled ‘STS in context: Provincialising 
STS from central Europe’, was to build on prior work that has sought to char-
acterise how the institutional, geopolitical and other contexts in which we work 
shape our academic practices, and to discuss how we can and should intervene in 
these. Funded through a network of ‘central European universities’, the workshop 
organisers (Patrick Bieler, Roos Hopman, Fredy Mora Gámez, Tereza Stöckelová, 
and Sarah Davies) saw the event as an opportunity to build connections and re-
lationships between ourselves and the sites at which we are based, whilst also 
reflecting on how the contexts in which we work are helping to constitute both the 
knowledge we produce and our experiences of academia. A central goal was to 
get to know each other, and to see what emerged from these new associations.

StS in contExt: provincialiSing StS from 
cEntral EuropE

Sarah R Davies, Tereza Stöckelová, Fredy Mora Gámez, Roos 
Hopman, Patrick Bieler, and workshop participants

Figure 1: Workshop participants 
in Vienna
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From the start we resisted structuring the event through a traditional workshop 
format. It should be low effort (in terms of preparation), explicitly anti-hierarchical, 
and consistently interactive. We therefore avoided long presentations, starting the 
first day (of two) with 5 minute lightning presentations where each participant 
reflected on the questions we used to frame the event: 

What institutional homes do we come from, and what does STS look like in these 
sites? What geographic, disciplinary, and other hybridisations are forming our ac-
ademic identities and practices? What new practices - from experiments in inter-
disciplinarity to new ways of caring - can or should we invent to do STS otherwise?

These lightning presentations were interspersed with reflections on the histo-
ries and current configurations of STS in Germany (Patrick Bieler), Austria (Max 
Fochler), and Czechia (Tereza Stöckelová) - a discussion which raised fascinating 
differences and similarities between these national contexts. Why does Czechia 
have no formal STS university department, while Germany has multiple different 
national associations? How has the rise of new public management in univer-
sities allowed for the possibility of distinct STS departments? Why, indeed, do 
national associations continue to be so prominent at a time when nationhood is 
ambiguous, and research not clearly tied to particular countries? In addition to 
discussing such questions, the first day closed with a guest talk from Prof. Olga 
Restrepo Forero, Universidad Nacional de Colombia, titled ‘Asymmetries, margins, 
and traces: reflections from a career in STS’. In generously sharing her experienc-
es of an international career in STS, and of her work at the Universidad Nacional 
de Colombia, Prof. Restrepo Forero offered inspiration to us for thinking about 
the localness of STS in different sites, whether South America or Central Europe.

‘Figure 2: Unconferencing’ in 
action
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The second day was structured through an ‘unconference’ format. We started by 
gathering topics, shared interests, and activity ideas on whiteboards, clustering 
these so we could see emergent themes in what had struck or moved participants 
in the discussions so far. We ended with four broad and overlapping sets of ideas 
for further discussion: 1. questions of care, and how to produce caring, non-toxic 
institutions in our different contexts; 2. how to engage with and think about inter-
disciplinarity; 3. what it would mean in practice to decolonise and recognise the re-
gionalisation of STS; and 4. intersections between art, STS, and innovative forms 
of making and doing. The unconference then continued with a ‘walkshop’: across 
two sessions, we met in four groups to discuss one of the emergent themes, do-
ing this as we moved around the city.

Figure 3: Gathering topics for the 
unconference walkshops

Coming back after these periods of movement and reflection, we shared what 
had struck us, discussing topics from the affordances of the German and Czech 
languages for talking about care to the ways that regional geopolitics are shaping 
our work and what it means to be ‘inter’ - located between different knowledge 
practices, languages, and spaces. We repeatedly found ourselves caught in binds: 
in trying to deconstruct certain categories (North and South, centre and periphery, 
disciplinary boundaries, for instance), we ended up mobilising and thereby some-
how reifying those ideas. Similarly, words (in whatever language) often failed us in 
trying to explain lived, embodied experiences. We thus also discussed the incon-
venience of primarily using one language in STS (English), and how important it is 
to gain a better understanding of each other´s linguistically-shaped experiences 
of STS and academia in general.  

We therefore found few answers in these discussions; rather, more and more 
questions were opened up. Our collective sense was that, in discussing and work-
ing on the question of how we do, and should, live and work in academia, it takes 
significant time to build trust, find common themes and interests, and develop 
substantive foci for further reflection. We thus see the workshop as a first step in 
a series of conversations in which we can interrogate some of the themes that 
emerged - the nature and affordances of interdisciplinarity, thinking STS in differ-
ent languages, the value of liminal spaces such as ‘central Europe’, the urgency of 
finding new ways to care - in more depth. Such engagements also speak to our 
interests in moving forward in academia in ways that are sensitive to ongoing 
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climate and ecological crises, and in finding ways to be ‘international’ without the 
carbon emissions of excessive air travel. 

While we met our aims of connecting, reflecting on our contexts, and building new 
relations between them (and of enjoying our time together), we plan on the work-
shop being a starting point, rather than a final outcome. Most immediately, some 
of us will meet in Czechia before the end of the year to continue reflecting on the 
potential and generative intersections between STS and various forms of art, and 
want to invite any other EASST members from the region who are interested to 
participate in these developing discussions. Just get in touch.

“For me, the workshop in Vienna was the first in person engagement 
outside of my institution after a hiatus of more than two years due to 
the Covid-19 pandemic. In this regard, it reminded me of the power of 
face-to-face conversation and the importance of felt experience and 
embodied, physical presence when communicating with others.”

“It will not be an exaggeration to say that the Vienna workshop was a 
transformative experience for me as a scholar. Being a part of this net-
work is a great opportunity not only to build connections throughout 
universities and countries, but also to create a (stronger) connection to 
my own researcher’s identity.”

“Es revelador e inspirador poder continuar algunas de las conversa-
ciones sobre decolonialidad y localidad de los ESCT (STS) en las que 
he participado en el pasado, pero ahora en un lugar totalmente distinto 
para mí. Este taller ha sido también una oportunidad para contrastar 
algunas de las discusiones sobre centros-periferias que han tenido 
lugar en otros contextos. … Escuchar las experiencias de varios co-
legas, en especial de Praga, ha sido estimulante y revelador sobre la 
multiplicidad de condiciones y visiones de los ESCT, incluso dentro de 
Europa (como región) y  de Europa Central (como localidad).”
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nEwS from thE council



The EASST Review is the quarterly of the European Association for the Study 
of Science and Technology (EASST). Since its creation in 1982, the EASST 
Review has played a crucial role in the constitution of the field of science and 
technology studies in Europe and beyond. As a community-building knowl-
edge infrastructure, the EASST Review has provided a heterogeneous space 
for learning about each other, debating about matters of common concern, 
and experimenting with other forms of writing. You can visit it online here: 
http://easst.net/easst-review/ 

In the last decade, the EASST Review has only begun to feature the work 
and stories of STS groups and/or departments based in Europe (section STS 
Multiple), tell the stories of different STS-related publication outlets (section 
Cherish, not Perish), stage debates about pressing political issues (section 
STS Live), as well as publish reports from STS and EASST-funded events in 
Europe and around the world. Currently, the Review comes out three times 
per year both as an online publication and in a downloadable PDF version. 
One important challenge for the EASST Review in the future is evolve its dig-
ital infrastructures, presence and identity. 

EASST Council is looking to appoint new editorial team members in the up-
coming year, serving for an initial period of three years with possibilities to 
prolong. The editorial team (currently 3 members) is supported by an editori-
al assistant and a graphic designer. 

The main tasks of the editorial team include:

• Reaching out and communicating to potential authors of contri-
butions to the different sections

• Reviewing and copy-editing submitted contributions

• Coordinating with EASST Council the publication of EASST an-
nouncements, reports on EASST-funded events, as well as reports 
on EASST biannual conferences

• Coordinating and managing the publication process.

• Participating and reporting about the EASST Review in the EASST 
Council meetings.

If you are interested in becoming an editor of EASST Review, please submit 
an ‘expression of interest’ by February 1 to the following email: review@easst.
org Your expression of interest should include a CV (including a list of your 
participation in EASST related activities), as well as a one-page statement 
delineating your motivation and vision for the EASST Review.

call for nEw EaSSt rEviEw EditorS
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Dear Members of EASST

Over the last couple of months there have been messages in social media 
and other places about abuse and sexual harassment within the STS com-
munity. In the EASST Council we take these messages seriously and are 
working to create an ethics and code of conduct policy for EASST. We ap-
preciate and are inspired by the work 4S has already conducted. At the same 
time, we are aware that cultural contexts differ, for example, between the US 
and Europe and that we need to consider how we formulate our aspirations 
in the EASST setting.

From a personal point of view, and as President of EASST, I want to express 
my respect for the courage it has taken to raise issues of harassment as well 
as more nuanced questions of appropriate professional conduct and abuse 
of power, and send my sympathy and solidarity to all who have experienced 
harm. It is utterly important to me that our community is a respectful, gener-
ous and friendly space. I want all of us to treat each other in a helpful and sup-
portive way, whether we are early career or very experienced, have tenured 
positions and many citations or have just embarked on a PhD study.

A good friend and colleague advised me to say a little about my own position-
ality. I am a senior white woman (I simply cannot find a way of calling myself 
powerful, although others might) in Denmark. I have experienced my share of 
sexism, harassment and hard criticism in academia, and I dealt with it by grit-
ting my teeth, ignoring the worst and working harder. I don’t necessarily think 
that was the right thing to do. However, when I was younger, it seemed the 
only way. Against this backdrop, I welcome that younger generations might 
have other ideas about what is acceptable behaviour in academia and how 
we should deal with abuse. I want to listen and learn. But I am myself strug-
gling to make sense of it all. 

Even with the best efforts, it is likely that there will still be situations in which 
harm occurs. As we know well in STS, science is not a place outside of so-
ciety, and our societies are still significantly structured by multiple forms of 
oppression, such as sexism, racism, homophobia, gender normativity, and 
ableism, to name just a few. Of course, clearly illegal and violent behaviours 
such as sexual harassment have to be dealt with according to the law and 
to the rules of the institution in which they happen. However, when it comes 
to the more subtle forms of possible misconduct, I know from my long ex-
perience as a manager in a university that people seldom agree on how a 
particular situation should be interpreted. These are often complex histories 
– usually more complex than can be communicated in tweets or blog posts. 
While social media can be useful for getting a debate going, they are often 
not the right place to have nuanced discussion and make sure that all voices 
are being heard. While it is easy to assign blame or voice calls for exclusion 
on social media, it is more difficult to engage in mediation or restorative pro-
cesses to address harm and repair relations. 

maKing StS bEttEr
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It is vital to me to acknowledge and respect people’s experiences. At the same 
time, it is essential for me to ask how our STS community can become a 
space that does not address harm through exclusion and punishment alone, 
but that also fosters learning, remediation and growth, particularly when we 
are discussing more nuanced questions about what constitutes appropriate 
academic conduct. Since academic scholarship is built on organized skep-
ticism and constant review of our work through peers, there will always be 
moments that are tough. Getting a paper rejected, or being met with hard 
criticism after a conference presentation hurts – whether you are a PhD stu-
dent or a full professor. Being an academic community, we cannot disallow 
criticism, as this is foundational to how we develop knowledge. Sometimes 
academics disagree on the merits of a piece of work and that has to be ok. 

I do believe, however, that we have much to learn in terms of how we for-
mulate criticism, how we decide what to cite, and how we praise or ignore 
certain kinds of work. Certainly many of us (me included) would do well to 
apologize more often if someone has been hurt by our actions and become 
more attentive to how power differentials influence the way people are being 
affected by our actions. 

Our goal should be to foster a supportive community in which we help each 
other to acknowledge our shortcomings, grow and affect positive change 
in our community and beyond. This goes for PhD students as well as full 
professors. Let us work together for positive changes and acknowledge that 
we need each other to help us become better as scholars but also as people.

As I said above, these are my personal thoughts at the moment. I do think 
we need to talk much more about these issues. And I want to listen as well 
as share my own views. I therefore welcome your thoughts on these crucial 
matters in the months ahead.

 

I wish you and your loved ones a happy and peaceful holiday. I hope you will 
all contribute to making STS into a better community in the future.

 

Maja Horst, President of EASST
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