
If you dwell in the land of SKAT/STS and have research 
interests that veer toward politics, welcome to the Orchard 
of Low-Hanging Fruit. 
 
Today, with expertise under attack, science is counter-
mobilizing. Under the banner of “science not silence,” or-
ganizers of the March for Science are expecting hundreds 
of thousands to participate in mass protests in Washington 
DC and other cities across the US and around the world. At 
universities, faculty and students are organizing 
“hackathons” and “data rescue” events to safeguard valua-
ble data stored on government servers.[1] Inside federal 
agencies, researchers have set up rogue twitter accounts 
and alternative websites to maintain public channels of 
communication and access to information. Academic or-
ganizations and journals are publishing position statements and building coalitions of 
like-minded organizations to aid with political lobbying efforts. New Science for the 
People chapters are forming in Boston, Ann Arbor and other cities. Politically ener-
gized researchers are wading into politics, many for the first time. They are signing 
petitions, writing checks, speaking with reporters, joining listserves, forming new 
groups and organizations, holding teach-ins, creating new protest-themed courses, 
and publishing commentary and opinion pieces; some are running for political office. 

 
We are witnessing boundary work on steroids. 
But it is much more than that of course. The 
scale, scope, diversity, and momentum of the 
emerging scientists’ movement seems likely to 
pack a long-term punch. It is still early in the 
fight though, and there is much we can’t yet 
know about the impacts of that punch. Will the 
movement reinvigorate science’s long-
standing social contract with society, further 
weaken that relationship, or transform it into 
something new? It is too soon to tell. Whatev-
er the ultimate outcome, sociologists of sci-
ence, knowledge and technology would do 
well to pay close attention to this rapidly de-
veloping struggle, even as many of us join on 
the ground. 
 
It’s been nearly fifty years since the last major 
science mobilization swept across university 
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and college campuses, riled old guard intellectuals, gave birth to radical science organizations, and chal-
lenged US foreign policy in Southeast Asia. Times have changed, politics is different, and the movements 
those politics have spawned are different too. The 70’s era scientists’ movement had a liberal mainstream 
that mobilized around the misuse of science. Concerned about the state of US democracy, liberal science 
activists contested the connections between scientific knowledge and technologies of war and their deploy-
ment on civilian populations in Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. Others went further. As Kelly Moore ex-
plained to me, researchers representing the radical wings of the movement “argued that durable social 
structures – racism, capitalism, colonialism, sexism – shaped the very questions that were asked, and the 
kinds of methods that were used.” These radical science activists sought to wrest academic science from 
these influences and to instead “create sciences that were more responsive to the needs of ‘the peo-
ple.’”[2] 
 
My observation thus far is that the current wave of mobilization is different, in part because the stakes are 
different. Today’s science movement is not contesting what shapes scientific questions, methods and uses 
as it did in the 1970s. Rather, this mobilization is responding to what many see as a growing threat to sci-
ence itself. With many of its new policies, the Trump Administration seems to question the fundamental 
value of expert knowledge, and seems acutely interested in reducing research infrastructure and resources 
– including not hiring scientists into important federal government posts.[3] The targets of the Administra-
tion’s new policies are broad, not narrow, striking at key scientific institutions – universities, regulatory 
agencies, and most recently, hospitals and health care: 
 

• A travel ban and deportation policy that impede the free movement of faculty and students and con-
strains universities and colleges in their basic education missions. 

• A series of cabinet appointments whose expressed values explicitly contradict the basic missions of the 
regulatory agencies and federal departments they now lead. 

• A proposed budget that, if passed in its current form, will eviscerate climate research, dismantle the 
EPA’s Office of Environmental Justice, and cut off resources to states and local communities for adap-
tive responses to rising sea levels and coastal storm surges.   

• A promise to eliminate the National Endowment for the Arts and National Endowment for the Humani-
ties. 

• A proposal to replace the Affordable Care Act with a system that will likely cut health insurance cover-
age for millions of currently insured citizens.[4] 

 
Arriving in the first 50 days of the Trump presidency (with more on the way), the speed and ferocity of the 
policy agenda rollout lends urgency, energy, and breadth to scientists’ collective response. 
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As I watch this movement materialize, I am drawn to the speed with which scientists and academics have 
mobilized, in some cases pursuing defensive strategies in anticipation of executive branch actions. For 
those who study science and social movements, such organizational efficiency should not come as a sur-
prise: experts are already mobilized into politics, and have been for decades. The hallowed idea that sci-
ence and politics are separate domains of social activity is belied by the organizations and networks oper-
ating across this boundary all the time. Igniting those networks requires effort, but today’s science activists 
are not starting from scratch. We have earlier waves of scientists’ movements to thank for much of that. 
 
In this context, disciplinary divides within the scientific community may be more consequential than any 
external political divide.  Even in times of institutional threat such as this, many scientists stand firm in their 
assertion that science must remain impartial in politics. Over the years, SKAT/STS has produced reams of 
evidence to the contrary, showing that important social and scientific benefits come from scientists’ political 
organizing and action. It seems to me that we can serve the movement by presenting this evidence to our 
colleagues in ways that encourage, rather than repel, collective action. Urgency, combined with compelling 
evidence from our field, may persuade our academic colleagues of the new danger of old ideas, inasmuch 
as those old ideas caution for inaction or, worse, compliance. STS was born from the 70’s era scientists’ 
movement. This is an opportunity for those of us who came along later to stand up and pay the movement 
forward. 
 
Photo credits: Scott Frickel, Women’s March, NYC 
 
[1] These events are being organized by STS faculty Rebecca Lave, Michelle Murphy, and others. See Emily Aitkin, 
“Inside the Scientists’ Quiet Resistance to Trump” The New Republic, Feb. 24, 2017  (https://newrepublic.com/
article/140731/inside-scientists-quiet-resistance-trump). 

[2] Kelly Moore, email communication (March 14, 2017). Kelly writes eloquently about this period in Disrupting Sci-
ence: Social Movements, American Scientists, and the Politics of the Military, 1945-1975. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press. 

[3] According to a Washington Post analysis, “President Trump has moved to fill just one of 46 key science and tech-
nology positions that help the government counter risks ranging from chemical and biological attacks to rising 
seas” (https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2017/03/13/one-big-thing-that-trumps-
government-is-missing-scientists/?utm_term=.0624f6e9ff5a). 

[4] A Congressional Budget Office report estimates 14 million will lose health coverage in 2018 under current GOP 
plan (http://thehill.com/policy/healthcare/323652-cbo-millions-would-lose-coverage-under-gop-healthcare-plan). 
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ANNOUNCEMENTS 

NEW BOOKS 
 

Lawrence Busch. 2017. Knowledge for Sale: The Neoliberal Takeover of Higher Education. MIT Press. URL: https://
mitpress.mit.edu/books/knowledge-sale  
 
A new philosophy of higher education has taken hold in institutions around the world. Its supporters disavow the pur-
suit of knowledge for its own sake and argue that the only knowledge worth pursuing is that with more or less imme-
diate market value. Every other kind of learning is downgraded, its budget cut. In Knowledge for Sale, Lawrence 
Busch challenges this market-driven approach. Arguing for active resistance to this takeover, Busch urges us to burst 
the neoliberal bubble, to imagine a future not dictated by the market, a future in which there is a more educated citi-
zenry and in which the old dichotomies—market and state, nature and culture, and equality and liberty—break down. 
In this future, universities value learning and not training, scholarship grapples with society’s most pressing problems 
rather than quick fixes for corporate interests, and democracy is enriched by its educated and engaged citizens.   
 
Daniel Fridman. 2016. Freedom from Work: Embracing Financial Self-Help in the United States and Argentina. Stan-
ford University Press. URL: http://sup.org/books/title/?id=26719  
 
In this era where dollar value signals moral worth, Daniel Fridman paints a vivid portrait of Americans and Argentini-
ans seeking to transform themselves into people worthy of millions. Following groups who practice the advice from 
financial success bestsellers, Fridman illustrates how the neoliberal emphasis on responsibility, individualism, and 
entrepreneurship binds people together with the ropes of aspiration. Freedom from Work delves into a world of finan-
cial self-help in which books, seminars, and board games reject "get rich quick" formulas and instead suggest to par-
ticipants that there is something fundamentally wrong with who they are, and that they must struggle to correct it. 
Fridman analyzes three groups who exercise principles from Rich Dad, Poor Dad by playing the board game Cash-
flow and investing in cash-generating assets with the goal of leaving the rat race of employment. Fridman shows that 
the global economic transformations of the last few decades have been accompanied by popular resources that 
transform the people trying to survive—and even thrive. 
 
Aya Kimura. 2016.Radiation Brain Moms and Citizen Scientists: The Gender Politics of Food Contamination after 
Fukushima. Duke University Press. URL: https://www.dukeupress.edu/radiation-brain-moms-and-citizen-scientists/  
 
Following the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant disaster in 2011 many concerned citizens—particularly moth-
ers—were unconvinced by the Japanese government’s assurances that the country’s food supply was safe. They 
took matters into their own hands, collecting their own scientific data that revealed radiation-contaminated food. 
In Radiation Brain Moms and Citizen Scientists Aya Hirata Kimura shows how, instead of being praised for their con-
cern about their communities’ health and safety, they faced stiff social sanctions, which dismissed their results by 
attributing them to the work of irrational and rumor-spreading women who lacked scientific knowledge. These citizen 
scientists were unsuccessful at gaining political traction, as they were constrained by neoliberal and traditional gen-
der ideologies that dictated how private citizens—especially women—should act. By highlighting the challenges 
these citizen scientists faced, Kimura provides insights into the complicated relationship between science, foodways, 
gender, and politics in post-Fukushima Japan and beyond.  
 
Aya Kimura. 2016. Food and Power in Hawai‘i: Visions of Food Democracy. University of Hawaii Press.  URL: http://
www.uhpress.hawaii.edu/p-9689-9780824858537.aspx  
 
In Food and Power in Hawai`i, island scholars and writers from backgrounds in academia, farming, and community organi-
zations discuss new ways of looking at food policy and practices in terms of social justice and sustainability. Each of the 
nine essays describes Hawai`i’s foodscapes and collectively makes the case that food is a focal point for public policy mak-
ing, social activism, and cultural mobilization. With its rich case studies, the volume aims to further debate on the agrofood 
system and extends the discussion of food problems in Hawai`i. Given the island geography, high dependency on imported 
food has often been portrayed as the primary challenge in Hawai`i, and the traditional response has been localized food 
production. The book argues, however, that aspects such as differentiated access, the history of colonization, and the ne-
oliberalized nature of the economy also need to be considered for the right transformation of our food system.  
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ANNOUNCEMENTS 

NEW BOOKS (cont.) 
 

Zippel, Kathrin. 2017. Women in Global Science: Advancing Academic Careers through International Collaboration. 
Stanford: Stanford University Press. URL:: http://stanfordpress.typepad.com/blog/2017/03/women-and-the-world-in-
academia.html 
 
Scientific and engineering research is increasingly global, and international collaboration can be essential to academ-
ic success. Yet even as administrators and policymakers extol the benefits of global science, few recognize the diver-
sity of international research collaborations and their participants, or take gendered inequalities into account. Women 
in Global Science is the first book to consider systematically the challenges and opportunities that the globalization of 
scientific work brings to U.S. Academics, especially for women faculty. Zippel looks to the STEM fields as a case 
study, where gendered cultures and structures in academia have contributed to an underrepresentation of women. 
While some have approached underrepresentation as a national concern with a national solution, Zippel highlights 
how gender relations are reconfigured in global academia. For U.S. women in particular, international collaboration 
offers opportunities to step outside of exclusionary networks at home. International collaboration is not the panacea 
to gendered inequalities in academia, but, as Zippel argues, international considerations can be key to ending the 
steady attrition of women in STEM fields and developing a more inclusive academic world. 

 

NEW ARTICLES AND BOOK CHAPTERS 
 

Ruha Benjamin. 2016. “Catching Our Breath: Critical Race STS and the Carceral Imagination.” Engaging 
Science, Technology and Society, Vol. 2: 145-156. 

Ruha Benjamin. 2016. “Informed Refusal: Toward a Justice-based Bioethics.” Science, Technology, and 
Human Values, Vol. 4, Issue 6: 967-990. 

Ruha Benjamin. 2016. “Racial Fictions, Biological Facts: Expanding the Sociological Imagination through 
Speculative Methods.” Catalyst: Feminism, Theory, Technoscience Vol. 2, Issue 2: 1-28. 

Joseph C. Hermanowicz.  2016.  “Faculty Perceptions of Their Graduate Education.”  Higher Education 72
(3):291-305. 

Joseph C. Hermanowicz.  2016.  “The Proliferation of Publishing: Economic Rationality and Ritualized 
Productivity in a Neoliberal Era.”  (Special Issue on Journals in Sociology.)  The American Sociologist 47
(2):174-191. 

Joseph C. Hermanowicz.  2016.  “Honor in the Academic Profession: How Professors Want to be Remem-
bered by Colleagues.”  Journal of Higher Education 87(3):363-389. 

Joseph C. Hermanowicz.  2016.  “Universities, Academic Careers, and the Valorization of ‘Shiny 
Things.’”  In Elizabeth Popp Berman and Catherine Paradeise (eds.), Research in the Sociology of Organi-
zations 43:303-328. 
 
Kristen Hopewell. 2016. “The Accidental Agro-Power:  Constructing Comparative Advantage in Brazil.” 
New Political Economy 21(6): 536-554. http://www.tandfonline.com/eprint/rNz89JuSfKMK2NPwhfbT/full 
 
Logan D.A. Willliams. 2017. “Getting Undone Technology Done: Global Techno-Assemblage and the Val-
ue Chain of Invention.” Science, Technology and Society, February. 
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ANNOUNCEMENTS 

NEW ARTICLES AND BOOK CHAPTERS (cont.) 
 

David R. Johnson and Joseph C. Hermanowicz.  2017.  “Peer Review: From ‘Sacred Ideals’ to ‘Profane Reali-
ties’.”  In Michael B. Paulson (ed.), Higher Education: Handbook of Theory and Research, 485-527. Cham, 
Switzerland: Springer. 

Jim Pass. (2017 - forthcoming). "Astrosociology: Social Problems on Earth and in Outer Space."  Chapter 9 in 
Treviño, A. Javier (ed.), The Cambridge Handbook of Social Problems. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Jim Pass. (2016).  Page 105 in Mars: Our Future on the Red Planet, edited by Leonard David. Forward by Ron 
Howard. Washington, DC: National Geographic. (http://astrosociology.org/Images/NatGeoMarsBook-P105.jpg) 

Jim Pass. (2016).  Albert A. Harrison: Outer Space, The Human Dimension, and Astrosociology.  [Paper pre-
sented in the Society and Space session at the AIAA Space 2016 Conference September 13-16, 2016 in Long 
Beach, CA. Paper also published in the Proceedings]. (http://www.astrosociology.org/Library/PDF/Space2016-
JPass-AlbertAHarrison.pdf) 

Jim Pass. (2016).   "An Astrosociological Perspective on the Societal Impact of Spaceflight."   Chapter 9 in Ste-
ven J. Dick (ed.), Historical Studies in the Societal Impact of Spaceflight.   Washington, DC: National Aero-
nautics and Space Administration, Office of Communications, NASA History Program Office, pp. 535-576. Full 
eBook via NASA: (http://www.astrosociology.org/Library/PDF/Historical-Studies-Societal-Impact-
Spaceflight.pdf) 

Jim Pass and Harrison, Albert A. (2016).   "Astrosociology (Social Science of Space Exploration)." Chapter 38 
in Bainbridge, William S., and Roco, Mihail C. (eds.), Handbook of Science and Technology Conver-
gence.   New York: Springer, pp. 545-558. 

Laura Stark. “Work, Welfare, and the Values of Voluntarism: Rethinking Anscombe’s ‘action under a Descrip-
tion’ in Postwar Markets for Human Subjects.” American Journal of Cultural Sociology 5, no. 1–2 (March 1, 
2017): 181–224. doi:10.1057/s41290-016-0022-6. 

Richard York and Ryan Light. 2017. “Directional Asymmetry in Sociological Analyses.” Socius: Sociological Re-
search for a Dynamic World 3: DOI 10.1177/2378023117697180. 

Richard York and Julius Alexander McGee. 2017. “Does Renewable Energy Development Decouple Economic 
Growth from CO2 Emissions?” Socius: Sociological Research for a Dynamic World 3: DOI 
10.1177/2378023116689098. 

Ramya M. Rajagopalan, A. Nelson, and J. H. Fujimura. (2016). “Race and Science in the Twenty-First Centu-
ry.” In U. Felt, R. Fouché, CA Miller, and L. Smith-Doerr (eds.)  The Handbook of Science and Technology 
Studies, 4th Edition (pp. 349-378). MIT Press: Cambridge, MA.  

AWARDS AND APPOINTMENTS 
 

Mary Frank Fox (Georgia Institute of Technology) has been elected to Electorate Nominating Committee 
of the Section on Social, Economic, and Political Sciences of the American Association for the Advance-
ment of Science (AAAS).  The Committee selects slates of candidates for AAAS positions. 
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In the wide-ranging discussion below, Vertesi discusses her book, 
gaining access to NASA’s rover missions, and how her study of 
images in contemporary scientific practice led to insights in the 
sociology of organizations. Their conversation has been edited for 
length.  

Morrison: What is the thesis of your book?  

Vertesi: The book is based on two years of ethnography with 
NASA’s mars exploration rover team, and that’s the rovers Spirit 
and Opportunity. It’s a classic laboratory ethnography with several 
modern twists. There’s a couple of main points associated with 
the book. The main purpose of the book is to understand the role 
of imaging, especially digital imaging in contemporary scientific 
practice. To that end, I developed a theoretical lens to examine 
the many kinds of manipulations and transformations to images 
that occur in the contemporary laboratory and how those images 
then circulate to gain traction or to represent different elements of 
the collaboration. And that’s actually important because one of 
the main things I realized behind the scenes was, I went in -- I 
trained as a historian of science originally and trained in science 
studies, so I had this broad background in sociology of scientific 
knowledge, sort of the classic books in HPS (history and philoso-

phy of science) -- I went in looking at imaging and I came out looking at organizations. Because it turned 
out that you couldn’t understand the images of Mars without understanding the kind of organization that 
this collaboration is.  

The kind of organization it is an intensively flattened hierarchy with an extraordinary focus on consensus 
and collectivism. The social work on this team is the work of flattening and consensus production. This is 
quite extraordinary because it’s a group of people who have big reputations in their field, as well as peo-
ple who have no reputation, like graduate students and upcoming scholars who are working together, 
and yet, the processes and practices of planning, acquiring images, interpreting images, doing science 
about them and releasing them. It’s an iterative practice because they take images, they figure out 
what’s interesting in them, they drive some more, they take some more images, etc. That whole process 
takes place within a consensus oriented framework. So, on the one hand, I advance this idea that basi-
cally goes back to early concepts of theory-laden observation and says, instead of observation happen-
ing behind the scenes, what if we talked about theory-laden representation? What if we looked at repre-
sentational practices as they encode theories into objects? Where this gets really exciting and sociologi-
cal is that this is not done in isolation. It’s not individual people drawing stuff or imagining stuff about 
Mars. It’s a group of people who have to collectively agree continuously to what it is they are seeing. 
They have a deep-seated commitment to this agreement. They really believe it gets them better science, 
they believe it gets them better outcomes for their robot. They nurture intensively  close, totemic ties to  
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this robot, where they feel its experiences in their bodies on earth. It’s really quite amazing to watch. So, 
“Seeing like a Rover” as a title is both something that someone said to me in the field, ‘When you work 
with the team for a while, you learn to see like a rover.’ But it’s also an intentional jab at “Seeing Like a 
State”, because the idea is, “what does bottom-up knowledge production look like?” And yes, I recognize 
this is a privileged group, it’s studying up, it’s scientists making knowledge about the planet. However, 
the process is not a bureaucratization, rationalization process.  The process of knowledge production 
here is a bottom-up, consensus, collaborative approach. To that extent, the way the images are drawn 
as different images of Mars says more about the team than it does about Mars.  

Morrison: The idea of the collective process of knowledge production is one that many sociologists of 
science talk about. I think we would imagine that on a team such as this, because there are so many 
members, and so many roles, so many potential distinctions that could lead you to think about hierarchy 
and bureaucracy as a main way of organizing, to come up with or to understand this to be really collabo-
rative and as flat as possible is surprising. 

Vertesi: It is surprising, especially because it’s NASA! NASA is the kind of thing that organizational soci-
ologists get excited about because it’s so complicated. It’s hierarchical, it has this military and govern-
ment heritage. To find this enclave within NASA that had really specific processes, practices, forms of 
talk, interaction rituals that that forcibly created a little bubble, and really shielded it from these other 
kinds of macro forces, is a surprise.  

Morrison: Diane Vaughan’s book The Challenger Launch Decision comes to mind, because part of the 
reason Challenger exploded is because of the hierarchies and inequalities amongst the members of that 
team, and how managers didn’t understand the ways that the representations of the technical material 
worked. It’s one of those failures that seems from the outside to be just random and horrible. But it’s in 
fact the outcome of the way the organization is structured. You are saying that just like many complex 
organizations, it’s not all the same all the way through. 

“I went in looking at imaging and I came out looking at organizations...you could-
n’t understand the images of Mars without understanding the kind of organization 
that this collaboration is.” 

Vertesi: And in different periods. NASA is a huge and heterogeneous place. The people I am studying 
are the scientists, who basically get a grant from NASA to work together on this collaborative team. So 
NASA gives a grant to, in this case, the Jet Propulsion Laboratory to build and operate the rovers. But it 
also gives grants to scientists who are located all over the United States and some of Europe to be the 
ones who decide what the robot is going to do and to use the robot to do their science. It’s like they all 
have to have “telescope time” with this robot, but it’s only among a particular community of people who 
get to own that asset. So it’s shielded in some ways from bigger NASA politics, but in other ways not at 
all.  

I was there when President Bush was in power and he announced a new manned initiative to go to 
Mars. Which would seem like, if you are studying Mars scientists, that would be really great. But that was 
a directing of money towards the manned spaceflight program, which is based in Florida and Texas, 
which are Bush states, right? There was a Bush in charge of both Florida and Texas. And away from 
robotics. The robotics stuff is where these scientists are. They are not astronauts. And so what that 
meant was that their funding was cut. They are affected by those (politics). And when Obama came into 
office he announced that it was going to be going with robotics and that put money into the blue states 
again. Those macro-politics do filter down, but in the moment, when you are in this mission, it is this little 
bubble of a place with its own culture. It is its own world with its own culture.  

Morrison: It’s specific.  

Vertesi: It’s specific, yes. That gives you some sense also of the theories that are in the book. The book 
advances the concept of “drawing as” which is a purposeful callback to Wittgenstein  and “seeing as” 
and classic forms of observation in science that the early SSK writers were interested in. In some ways, 
this is an “old” book in the sense that it is speaking back to those classic issues in the sociology of scien-
tific knowledge. In other ways, it’s a really new book in the sense that it’s looking at this collective, this  
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high tech flat hierarchy. And we see that all the time in startups now. The startup story is suffused with 
this discussion of the flat hierarchy and these various different ways of organizing their technical teams. 
And so, to that end, it’s probably one of the earlier studies of these flat, socio-technical environments. It 
returns to classic issues in the sociology of organizations, talking about the totemic relationship to your 
robot is just Durkheim all over the place, right? But at the same time, this is a massively distributed team. 
It’s an operation that not only has a robot millions of miles away, but the people on earth are thousands 
of miles apart, and they are collaborating using videoconferencing tools and they are using imaging pro-
cessing techniques. There are some wet labs, but this is not Laboratory Life as it was at the Salk Insti-
tute. We are not talking about a bounded space, we are talking about a collaboratory that is distributed. 
And how do you take digital tools, processes, techniques, activities, and digitally suffused environments 
seriously as a contemporary laboratory ethnographer is another thing that I’m approaching with book. So 
I think it makes major contributions in those directions, first in continuity with classic STS and sociology 
themes but also in looking at this contemporary setting.  

Morrison: This might be the first book that takes on the distributed nature of contemporary, large-scale 
science really seriously. How did you carry this off?  

Vertesi: Travel — a lot of travel. For this book, I was lucky because I was doing my PhD at Cornell, and 
the main site for the principal investigator and the guy who ran the cameras for the rover team was at 
Cornell, in the building next door. I thought I was going to be doing studies on 18th century Paris, and 
going to Paris, but no, I ended up being next door to my building for my PhD, which is not what I thought. 
Because of that, and because I was a student, I had access to that wing of the collaboration. I actually 
worked as an image calibrator and attended meetings from that perspective. But there were five central 
nodes for the collaboration, and then scientists were spread at a variety of institutions. There were about 
30 people who were the most active scientists on the mission at that time. So I had an NSF grant and I 
travelled. I went to as many of the locations as possible. I stayed for from 2 days to a week to sit with 
those scientists to understand what their science was, watch them do their scientific work. Some of them 
had wet labs that they used to approximate conditions on Mars. A lot of them just did work on their 
screens and I watched what they were doing with their screens, the mouse, and the software.  

So it was a lot of work looking at software as I participated in the laboratory. And then I also phoned in, 
because these people would call in from their back yards, or from coffee shops, they would call into 
these meetings. So I also participated listening from afar, phoning into these meetings.  

So that combination of things allowed me to get multi-sited in the way that Marcus talks about. It’s not 
just going to lots of places. Multi-sited work includes understanding how and where information flows, 
where it gets blocked. It’s decentering your view and decentering the notion that there are centers and 
peripheries, but instead trying to understand how each site participates in trying to be a center, and how 
the mission looks from each of those places. That was incredibly valuable. I continue to do work on 
spacecraft teams, I continue to use this as a method. It’s exhausting, but I think you have to do [it].  

You know, Anne Beaulieu has this great piece in Social Studies of Science (here) about co-presence. 
She was looking at a virtual collaboration and you know, you don’t have to be co-located but you do 
have to be co-present because that presence happens virtually now. And yes, I would say yes, but when 
you are working on these large scale kinds of collaborations, you have to kind of find a measure of both. 
You have to see what “presence” feels like in a variety of places, and how those places come into the 
equation or not. And it means you have to do things like be friends with people on Facebook, and be on 
Gchat. We have to start talking about this, and not because we think Facebook is some brilliant collec-
tion of social interaction that perfectly mirrors offline, but because, for my scientists, that was where the 
hallway gossip was. It was in these backchannel conversations that happen online. And some of their 
intersections with online forums and communities and websites were actually quite important for under-
standing what was happening in the room. 

Morrison: I know that’s something you followed up with in your book on digital methods. 

Vertesi: Right. There’s a paper also in ST&HV (here). We have to talk about it, because it’s there. That’s 

how I did it. But I have a joke, you know, that my spacecraft teams have to put on as many air miles on 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0306312709359219
http://digitalsts.net/
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0162243913516012
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earth, collectively, as it takes to get their spacecraft to the planet. And it’s true. They travel like nobody 

I’ve ever met. They are constantly, for people who are so virtually connected, they are constantly at con-

ferences, on the road, having team meetings. They are also constantly on teleconference lines, some-

times at the same time. The only time they get to do the work is when they are on the plane, because 

otherwise they are constantly connected.  

Morrison: I am a big believer in luck when it comes to the research process. Your story includes a bit of 
luck in that a hub for the missions you studied was right next door to your building at Cornell. 

Vertesi: I got doubly lucky because I’m Canadian. There was no way they would let me do work at NASA 
as a Canadian. I was doubly lucky because on the one hand this was happening next door, and actually 
one of the researchers there was married to a secretary in the STS  department. When I met him, he 
came running into the room because he had managed to figure out how to get Opportunity out of a sand 
dune. I was there at the time, writing my last history paper. And I said, “Do you have any images on the 
rover team?” and he said, “Do we have images! We import them into our software, and we use it to de-
cide where we are going to drive.” I had just written my paper on the London underground map (here) 
where the image is directive of how you are going to move. And I said, “Oh, that’s interesting, can I see 
that?” I mean, I really do think that when you find the site, it’s like meeting the person you are going to 
marry. You walk in and you’re like, “Oh, I want to be here. And I want to be here as long as possible, for 
a really long time.”  

Now the complicating factor for me is that because I am Canadian, NASA has very strict rules about for-
eign nationals participating in their program. The team at Cornell was super happy to have me on board 
and they tried to sign me up to be a documentarian so that I could actually work on the mission team be-
cause it’s a low-level secretarial job that would be totally available to me, and I could see all the meet-
ings. But once that went through the chain of command that was rejected, or at least it was going to be 
extremely uphill. So it turned out that because I was at an educational institution and they cannot dis-
criminate on the basis of nationality, I could participate and work on the mission on the science side on-
ly, not operations. So I couldn’t watch the engineers use their software to decide where the robot was 
going to drive. That was fine, I am a sociologist of science, I just wanted to see the science stuff. But 
what that does mean is that in the book there is still an artifact of the field site, which is, on the one hand, 
I was only allowed to move in one side, the science side, not the operations side. And secondly that that 
is also an artifact of the site [itself], because the site very clearly divides between science and engineer-
ing, largely because of these national [security] requirements.  So I was sort of doubly lucky, [but] that 
artifact persists. Some people say, “You know, you should not divide those things, [referencing] hybridi-
ty”. And that stuff is really important, [but] it’s not how the site is laid out. And it’s not how I was able to 
move as an ethnographer.  So you just talk about that and then you move on. But it turned out to be fine, 
I mean, I’m not about to command a robot. I don’t have the expertise to do that, it’s not my job. I got 
more than enough watching the team do their science. Every once in awhile, some national security 
thing would flare up, and I would walk into the lab and the PI would tell me “just not today”.  

 

To be continued in the next newsletter... 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/25474563?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
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On February 14, 2017, the SKAT Council voted unanimously to adopt the following policy 
statement. 

Statement of American Sociological Association 
Section on Science, Knowledge, and Technolo-
gy (SKAT) Regarding Recent and Future Ac-
tions of the Trump Administration and Congress 

The free exchange of ideas is a core value of democratic societies and the foundation of research and 
academic scholarship. In recent weeks, this principle has come under sustained threat by the new 
Trump Administration. The immigration ban issued by the Administration on 27 January prevents the 
movement of international students and scholars into the US, undermining the scientific community’s 
vibrant internationalism and broad commitment to equality. Confirmation of several Cabinet-level ap-
pointments threatens a future in which informed public policy is based on the findings of scientific and 
scholarly research. Similar threats from Administration officials target the well-established need for af-
fordable healthcare for all Americans and a global commitment to reduce the human causes of climate 
change. Perhaps most concerning of all, these threats are often aimed at the public institutions that en-
sure open debate and a respect for empirical evidence: the academy, the media, and the judiciary. 

We oppose these threats to equity, justice, internationalism, and the collaborative, free exchange of ide-
as that must underlie democratic decisions. We reaffirm our commitment to the values and practices that 
sustain and nurture the scholarly pursuit of knowledge and education of the citizenry, as well as citizens 
of other countries. 

The central purpose of SKAT is to promote scholarly research and professional activity relating to sociol-
ogy, science, knowledge, and technology. Our section’s social responsibility at this critical moment is 
twofold: to uphold and defend the principles of academic scholarship and to document, through sociolog-
ical investigation, the Trump Administration’s effects on science, knowledge, and technology and on the 
broader causes of social equity and justice. These responsibilities are intertwined and inseparable. 

To date, our section has encouraged members to prepare essays on the 2016 campaign and post-
election environment and post them to our online blog [https://asaskat.com/blog/]. We have also invited 
members to contribute relevant teaching and research materials to the section website [https://
asaskat.com/]. We will continue to develop programmatic actions as opportunities present, and we wel-
come member suggestions [email skatpubcomm@gmail.com]. We also encourage members to take ac-
tion together and individually. In the face of these emerging challenges there are many ways to contrib-
ute and participate. Please monitor the SKAT website for a listing of online resources. 

For the SKAT Council, 

Scott Frickel, Chair 

Steven Epstein, Past Chair 

Alondra Nelson, Chair-Elect 

https://asaskat.com/blog/
https://asaskat.com/
https://asaskat.com/
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BLOG SPOTLIGHT 

The SKAT section commissioned short essays on aspects of the recent election season and its 
aftermath that merit science, technology, and knowledge-based assessments. Four curated es-
says appear blow.  

IN THIS TOGETHER  

By Elise Paradis†, Michael W. Freeman*, Michael Kim*, Patricia J. Leake*, and Umesh Poopalarajah* 
University of Toronto † Corresponding author * Equal contributors, in alphabetical order 
 
We, the authors of this text, were brought together in a research methods class taught by Elise Paradis at the Uni-
versity of Toronto, Canada. We are a diverse, interdisciplinary group that includes one American citizen. In this 
essay, we share a condensed version of our collective thoughts on the 2016 U.S. Presidential Election, as we ex-
perienced it individually on November 9th, and collectively in the classroom on November 10th. We see this essay 
as an act of resistance against disinformation and the degrading of science and truth, and wish to share our per-
sonal and scientific journey, as well as our hopes for the future. This text was shortened to meet guidelines; the full
-length essay can be found at http://j.mp/ITT_2016E. 

 

November 10, 2016: 1PM. Qualitative research methods class begins. 

Mike Freeman 

While the confusion, discomfort, and distrust was clear on the faces of fellow Toronto commuters, engaging in con-
versation about the election, given the jarring result, seemed almost taboo. Sensing this tension and trepidation, 
Elise decided that conversation “therapy” was not only necessary before learning could begin, but that the analysis 
we engaged in would also be beautifully aligned with the curriculum of our course. How did members of our class 
make sense of this election? What themes did we recognize as integral to this election’s result? 

Michael Kim 

This semester, our Thursday afternoon class was a favourite part of my week. Starting graduate studies for a third 
time, I felt that I was learning a new approach to how I view and interact with knowledge production. I never need-
ed this approach more than that afternoon in early November. Once we acknowledged that the recent election had 
had an emotional impact on all of us, documenting, analyzing, and interpreting those thoughts seemed appropriate 
not only as an exercise in learning methodology, but also as a systematic, scientific and therapeutic approach to 
the rhetoric, controversy, and fallacies of the Election. Whether we made sense from the senseless is arguable, but 
I do believe that we jointly created meaning through that exercise. While I wish the campaign and results of the 
election had been different, there may be no better representation of understanding the social construction of 
knowledge than that offered by the 2016 U.S. Presidential Election. 

Umesh Poopalarajah 

As I entered our class two days after the election, it became very clear that its results had impacted the lives of my 
peers: facial expressions alone were enough to indicate that confusion and discomfort resonated through each of 
us in different ways. Elise engaged us in discussions about our feelings surrounding the results of the election to 
help alleviate any existing tensions, and I found solace in hearing others describe similar reactions. Could it be that 
half of all Americans are racist and hate women? Did they share these prejudices? Elise jumped to jot our ideas on 
the whiteboard, hoping to distinguish overlaps that we could further explore (see Photos). Through inductive cod-
ing, we came up with several ideas and themes that could be used to explain why Americans voted the way they 
did. Clearly, there was much more to consider. and conceptually mapped issues of class, money, inequality, and 
the economy; “building walls” as a metaphor; and the blurred distinction between fictions and facts in the election. 

http://j.mp/ITT_2016E
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Elise Paradis 

That afternoon it was impossible to avoid discussing the election. Our conversations on qualitative research meth-
ods and analytic techniques seemed absurdly irrelevant in the face of such a momentous event. What we had felt 
to be an impossibility only two days earlier had come true: our neighbours elected someone who fundamentally 
disregards facts and promised policies that we felt would negatively impact immigrants, women, the poor, people of 
colour, LGBTQ-identified individuals, religious minorities, etc. 

We first started with individual responses to the election, listening to everyone as they spoke. Over the next 40 
minutes we explored and conceptually mapped issues of class, money, inequality, and the economy; “building 
walls” as a metaphor; and the blurred distinction between fictions and facts in the election. 

From our perspective, neither Clinton nor Trump were particularly well suited to be the darlings of the poor and dis-
enfranchised. Trump, however, seemed to have channeled American’s self-made aspirations better than Clinton, in 
spite of his wealth being, ironically, inherited. We consequently questioned whether perceptions of both candidates’ 
undeniable class privilege had been mediated by deep-seated gender beliefs, racism, and a growing rejection of 
the left-leaning educated elites. Americans seemed to embrace the idea of a Twitter-accessible President, and 
though Clinton engaged with social media, voters seemed to have seen these efforts as mere strategy. Trump’s 
imperfect, meandering online rhetoric perhaps rang closer to these experience of his supporters—more human, 
more American. Indeed, Trump’s position of “saying it like it is” aligned well with the backlash against Washington’s 
out-of-touch, established “elites”, and what Van Jones called “whitelash”—a rebellion of white voters “against a 
changing country” and against a “black president”—on CNN on November 8th. 

Finally, we brainstormed several words that we could associate with this basic idea of “lack of truth” in the election: 
fictions, myths, fallacies, lies, and fantasies. We were puzzled by how many outright lies and fallacies had circulat-
ed, and contrasted them with facts, science, and evidence. We agreed that the Republicans’ rejection of facts and 
misrepresentations of reality helped explain the Democrats’ failure to win the Presidential Election. We thus sum-
marized the study we might lead to explore these themes into the following title: “Facts, fantasies, fallacies, and 
failure in the U.S. Presidential Election.” 

Patti Leake 

Our class has had a profound effect on how I view my own environment. Our conversations about epistemology 
and paradigms helped me see and try to understand how people’s diverse experiences and knowledge are denied 
in pursuit of one “objective truth.” The entitlement to disregard others and their perspectives was a theme that I saw 
repeated in Trump’s campaign. The topic of our class that week was data analysis, and more specifically, thematic 
analysis. This was real-world learning—teaching us how to be critical thinkers and meaning-makers. 

I did not understand how someone who, from my point of view, had no actionable policy plans and who had ex-
pressed discriminatory attitudes towards more than half of the population of the U.S.A. (considering race and gen-
der alone) could be elected President. My friends living in the U.S.A. were already sharing their post-election expe-
riences, which included reminders of past sexual and racial violence. Clearly, those in power have an impact on 
our lives; the intolerance of Donald Trump had reopened old wounds. 

December 29th, 2016. In this together. 

As we finish writing this, the United States is a deeply divided country. A majority of Americans have voted for Clin-
ton and yet Trump won. The Electoral College has shown its limitations and once again elected a Republican who 
has not won the popular vote. Trump’s cabinet is a plutocratic line-up of intolerance, bigotry and climate change 
denial, which puts us all at risk. Varied and muddy understandings of ‘truth’ and the broad use of narrative have 
played roles in politics since the conception of politics itself, but evidence of this discrepancy has never been clear-
er than during this most recent American election. Through the direct access and repetition afforded by modern 
media, today’s politicians can readily and frequently manipulate what we believe to be real, verifiable. This brings 
into question how we can approach knowledge given the fluidity of truth in this modern age of technology and poli-
tics—what is our working epistemology in an age that is increasingly wary of facts? 
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In this context it is easy to be fearful or defeatist; to give up on hope and on some of the key values that have made 
contemporary Western democracies the thriving places that they are: a focus on equality, freedom and progress. 
As Canadians, we have weathered the twelve-year storm of Stephen Harper’s conservative anti-science govern-
ment to re-emerge as a progressive force on the world stage. Our new Prime Minister, Justin Trudeau, identifies as 
a feminist, and appointed a racially-diverse cabinet that is 50% female. He acknowledges climate change, reinstat-
ed the census, and chose to reinvest in science and scientists. As an interdisciplinary group of scientists, we be-
lieve that we need to speak up and bring all of our analytical tools to the challenges that lie ahead. We need to con-
tinue to resist post-truth politics, and continue to engage in critical knowledge production. We have to listen, ques-
tion, think, learn, and act upon our findings. We must reassert the principles we stand by—knowledge, integrity, 
equality, social accountability—and be ready to fight. 

We hope that you, our neighbours of the south, will learn faster than we did here in Canada when faced with an 
anti-science government. We hope that you will protect and rebuild your institutions to reflect the values that have 
been overshadowed by a barrage of lies and a fear of others. We are in this together; we are stronger together. 

 

KNOWLEDGE AND EXPERTISE AFTER THE 
ELECTION  

By Dan Morrison, Vanderbilt University 

Note: This is a revised version of the leading essay in the November 2016 issue of Skatology. Dan Morrison takes 
full responsibility for its content, and thanks Scott Frickel for his comments on an earlier draft. 

Donald J. Trump is President-elect here in the United States. Articles like those Joe Waggle wrote in the November 
2016 issue of SKATology on science policy under Republican, Democrat, Libertarian, and Green administrations 
both an artifact of pre-election history and an important document on what might have been. We do know that Mr. 
Trump garnered over 270 electoral votes and thus will be the next President. 

As Waggle recognizes, we do not know much about what science policy under a Trump administration will look like 
except to the extent that any decisions will be made with an eye towards economic competitiveness and market 
dominance. We do know that Myron Bell, Mr. Trump’s choice to oversee the EPA transition from President Obama 
to Trump is a well-known denier of the overwhelming consensus on climate. His nominee for EPA administrator, 
Oklahoma Attorney General Scott Pruitt, has sued the agency he is nominated to run 14 times. One suit aimed to 
stop protections for his state’s air. Pruitt is known to deny scientific consensus on climate change and his selection 
has potentially devastating consequences for the recent Paris Climate Accord. 

Based on our many discussions with colleagues in the immediate post-election period, I think it is likely that those 
who rely on federally funded research institutions such as the NSF, NIH, NEH, and others, are experiencing a pro-
found level of anxiety. Those with “soft-money” jobs are concerned that their grants will be either cut, or that fund-
ing for their granting agency will be slashed to such an extent that future work is in peril. There are just too many 
unknowns at this point. Past Republican-controlled Congress sessions have voted to cut funding for political sci-
ence. It seems likely that the incoming administration will finance its other priorities by reducing or eliminating sev-
eral federally funded research programs, with the possible exception of research aimed at protecting national secu-
rity or increasing economic competitiveness. 

https://asaskat.files.wordpress.com/2016/11/skat-newsletter-fall-2016-final.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2016/11/11/meet-the-man-trump-is-relying-on-to-unravel-obamas-environmental-legacy/?utm_term=.791afd7de11e
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/14/us/scott-pruitt-trump-epa-pick.html?_r=0
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/07/us/politics/scott-pruitt-epa-trump.html?action=click&contentCollection=U.S.&module=RelatedCoverage&region=Marginalia&pgtype=article
https://newrepublic.com/article/112744/gop-defunds-political-science-studies-national-science-foundation
https://newrepublic.com/article/112744/gop-defunds-political-science-studies-national-science-foundation
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We may well be in an era of retrenchment. But we may also be in an era that is ready for sociological analyses of 
expertise and knowledge. Our area of the discipline may be more important than ever. We have studied the rise of 
new professions, the creation of academic disciplines, and the construction of expertise. Sociologists of science 
and knowledge have been active for decades in investigating how expertise is legitimated, and the links between 
legitimation and power. What might we do within the public sphere to advocate for justified beliefs without turning to 
naïve positivism? 

Related to the problem of expertise is the problem of low-information, or active ignorance. In a 2008 article for So-
ciology Compass, Robert Evans wrote: 

… how are we to understand decision-making in the absence of information? This prob-
lem is particularly acute for the political sphere where a disinterested or uninformed 
public can undermine the legitimacy of democratic institutions based on mass participa-
tion (228). 

I have been reflecting on the earliest sociologists in America, the Atlanta and Chicago schools, seeking inspiration 
for what may be a difficult four years for those of us who would foster democratic values and want America to be-
come America for all. 

W.E.B. DuBois wrote in his The Souls of Black Folk, “Honest and earnest criticism from those whose interests are 
most nearly touched, –criticism of writers by readers, of government by those governed, of leaders by those led,–
this is the soul of democracy and the safeguard of modern society” (1903: 45-46). I think that as scholars we have 
a great deal of responsibility moving ahead. If you are an American citizen, you may have special duties as well. 
We all must take up that responsibility and defend our society and our institutions, including our colleges and uni-
versities as sanctuaries for critical reflection and action. The philosopher and pragmatist John Dewey once wrote: 

Society exists through a process of transmission… this transmission occurs by means 
of communication of habits of doing, thinking, and feeling from the older to the younger. 
Without this communication of ideals, hopes, expectations, standards, opinions, from 
those members of society who are passing out of the group life to those who are com-
ing into it, social life could not survive… Unless pains are taken to see that genuine and 
thorough transmission takes place, the most civilized group will relapse into barbarism 
and then into savagery (1916: 3). 

As always, we have much to do, and several SKAT section members have written extensively about these issues. I 
am thinking specifically of scholars such as Alondra Nelson, Ruha Benjamin, and Tony Hatch.  Let us begin again 
in our sociological work that is also political and, if we take up the challenge, oriented towards justice. 

References 

Dewey, John. 1916. Democracy and Education. New York: Macmillan. 

Evans, Robert. 2008. “The Sociology of Expertise: The Distribution of Social Fluency.” Sociology Compass 2: 281-
298. 
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A MEDIA ECOSYSTEM FOR AN AGE OF 
FRACTURE  

by Shreeharsh Kelkar, University of California at Berkeley 

As the dust settles after Donald Trump’s shocking upset of Hillary Clinton in the US Presidential Election, and we await the long-
term fallout, I am left wondering about what “objectivity” in media institutions will—and should—look like in the future in this age 
of political polarization. How might we—social scientists interested in understanding how knowledge is made credible—use our 
insights and contribute to this debate about the future of media institutions in the United States? 

The United States today is heavily polarized along political lines. As political scientists have shown time and time again, the 
polity of the United States experienced a realignment after the Civil Rights movement. The two major parties no longer have 
substantial overlap, if any; they cater to entirely different constituencies. Republicans are the party of managers, evangelicals, 
and the white working class; Democrats of organized labor, affluent professionals and minorities. The Democrats have a wider 
tent and therefore more disagreements, but both parties and their constituencies have sorted themselves into competing and 
opposing positions on a number of vital issues: the size and role of the welfare state, the scope and status of abortion, and the 
parameters of religion in public life. 

This fracture was bound to have some effects on the media ecosystem. As Paul Starr has shown, American media institutions 
have constructed themselves as independent organizations, free of political bias—partly because their distribution was heavily 
subsidized by the federal government and partly because they started to rely on advertising as their main source of revenue. 
This is typically true of some of the largest circulation media institutions: the New York Times, the Washington Post, Time Mag-
azine, Newsweek, the Atlantic Monthly, CBS, NBC, CNN, and others. These institutions produce this objectivity through a varie-
ty of practices: separating their business and editorial divisions, keeping fact and opinion separate, and scrupulously reporting 
(political) conflicts by giving equal coverage to every side. This arrangement worked very well for a pre-polarization age where 
both political parties presided over coalitions that spanned the ideological spectrum; indeed, it was constitutive of it. 

Polarization caused the first crack in this media ecosystem as it led to the creation of new media institutions at the margins (as 
well as a public that consumed them avidly) that did not adhere to (and indeed, flouted) this form of objectivity, conservative talk 
radio being a prime example. Internet-enabled business models multiplied and scrambled this effect. The early Internet blog-
gers, attuned to the age of polarization, despised the he-said-she-said model of media objectivity, which they sometimes char-
acterized as “false equivalence.” Their blog-posts combined both an obsession with facts and an emphasis on their personal, 
partisan, voice. Blogging has long since become institutionalized with many early bloggers now writing for more established 
media publications. What has stayed constant is that their model of writing (embodied in outlets like Vox and Talking Points 
Memo) is attuned to a different model of objectivity: while being obsessed with facts, figures and truth, it proudly spurns the bi-
partisan style of, say, the NYT or CNN. Facts and opinions are mixed, and every side does not get equal (or similar) coverage. 

But perhaps nothing has been more consequential for media institutions than the rise of curatorial “platforms”: the Facebooks 
and the Googles who remain many Americans’ gateway to the news that they consume. Curiously, Facebook and Google have 
adopted the same stance of media objectivity even as their role in guiding public discourse has increased: they stress that they 
are non-political arbiters of political discourse. They have invested their organizational identity into becoming “platforms”: as 
platforms, they have no politics and are simply channeling the voice of the users. As Tarleton Gillespie has argued, the word 
“platform” sometimes refers to “technical platforms, sometimes as platforms from which to speak, sometimes as platforms of 
opportunity. Whatever tensions exist in serving all of these constituencies are carefully elided.” Unlike media institutions who 
maintained their objectivity through specific organizing practices like separating fact from opinion, the platforms ’ main justifica-
tion is that they use algorithms. In their telling, the mechanical objectivity of algorithms—and the relative absence of human 
judgment in this process—is the reason their curatorial decisions are objective. 

Why have Facebook and Google studiously resisted being styled as media institutions and stuck to their guns in calling them-
selves mere platforms? A couple of reasons are clear: their reliance on advertising for revenue, and the fact that, in this age of 
polarization, being labeled “political” turns away people of the opposite political affiliation. But there is a third, perhaps more 
insidious, reason. Facebook and Google are committed to the principle of what has been called “context collapse“: Google 
wants to index all the information in the world and Facebook wants to make all activities “social” all the way down. These aspira-
tions are sweeping in that they seek to dismantle the boundaries between activities such that everything is mediated through 
these platforms; the distinctions between the social and the commercial, the personal and the public, and the political and the 
non-political are blurred. To slightly twist a phrase coined by Helen Nissenbaum, platforms seek to blur, even exterminate, the 
“contextual integrity” of particular activities so that they all start to be mediated by the technological machinery that these plat-
forms specialize in. Expanding their activities to cover more and more domains is the key to Facebook and Google’s Silicon 
Valley-inspired business models. Explicitly regulating content or regulating content-producers is not conducive to the growth of 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2015/03/15/everything-you-need-to-know-about-our-polarized-politics-in-the-palm-of-your-hand/
https://www.amazon.com/Creation-Media-Political-Origins-Communications/dp/0465081940
https://www.theatlantic.com/author/james-fallows/false-equivalence/
http://www.vox.com/
http://talkingpointsmemo.com/
http://talkingpointsmemo.com/
https://ecommons.cornell.edu/bitstream/handle/1813/12774/pop.pdf?sequence=1
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2016/apr/19/facebook-users-sharing-less-personal-data-zuckerberg
https://crypto.stanford.edu/portia/papers/RevnissenbaumDTP31.pdf
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these platforms. To understand this, consider the dispute over Facebook Trends, and the current debate about “fake news.” In 
this age of polarization, how then do we restore a meaningful public sphere of reasonable political debates? 

Facebook Trends, Fake News and Objectivity 

After Trump’s victory, an increasing amount of liberal dismay focused on the rise of “fake news“: transparently false and outra-
geous claims about Hillary Clinton, manufactured sometimes in Macedonia, at other times in California (and in a demonstration, 
that sometimes commerce knows no politics, by gung-ho entrepreneurial Democrats!), that managed to nonetheless circulate 
widely among conservative audiences primarily through sharing on Facebook. Critics alleged that these fake stories circulated 
more than real stories did, and that this had some role in the election results, and that Facebook should do something about 
this. 

But before fake news, there was Facebook Trends. A few months ago, the website Gizmodo unveiled what seemed to many a 
scandalous revelation. Facebook’s Trending Topics were not really algorithmically generated; rather they were curated, by a 
group of people (to be sure, a very small group of people who were neither trained in the practices of journalism, nor paid very 
well), who worked with what Facebook’s massive programs discovered. Even more damning, this group of people was making 
choices that systematically deleted conservative news headlines while privileging more liberal ones. Or so alleged the main 
source for the article: a conservative Trends curator. 

Scholars have expressed dismay about what the Trending fracas revealed: first, that the general public sometimes seems una-
ware that there are people behind the algorithms of Facebook, and second, that Facebook’s Trend curators were abysmally 
paid employees with little or no formal training in any journalistic enterprise, an indication that Facebook treated a fundamental 
job as contingent work. Conservatives expressed a different kind of dismay: that Facebook had a liberal bias just like the New 
York Times and was systematically discriminating against them. 

Facebook’s reaction to the controversy was instructive. Conservative luminaries were invited to Facebook’s headquarters to 
have their concerns registered. And then, Facebook essentially fired its Trending staff and left the algorithms essentially unsu-
pervised. The result has not especially been good, as the Washington Post has shown: the output of the Trends feature has 
steadily grown more incoherent. 

Facebook could have certainly dealt with the Trends controversy in a different way. They could have strengthened the job de-
scription of these Trends curators and hired journalists rather than contingent workers. They might have made the process 
through which a Trend was captured and published transparent (at a similar level of abstraction they use for their much-vaunted 
Edgerank algorithm so that they revealed no proprietary information). They could have hired more conservative curators and 
explicitly claimed that their curators were as representative as possible of the general US population. Instead, they opted for an 
argument where they fell back on the mechanical objectivity of algorithms. This allowed Facebook to remain a neutral, non-
political platform, and it seemed to assuage affronted conservatives. 

Facebook’s approach to dealing with fake news has been notably different, maybe because influential Facebook employees 
may have felt unease at their own complicity in the election of Donald Trump. After some initial denials by Mark Zuckerberg, 
Facebook recently announced that independent fact-checkers would get privileged access to Facebook and would be able to 
flag egregious articles. Shared Facebook items would thus carry some sort of mark verifying their authenticity. Facebook is also 
clearly at work on more computational mechanisms to identify false news items. Time will tell whether these methods raise an 
outcry from conservatives who argue that the fact-checkers are not fair and have some sort of liberal bias. 

Rather than falling back and doubling down once again on the objectivity of algorithms, Facebook created what is essentially a 
political solution to the fake news problem: it outsourced the verification of shared links to third parties who have established 
practices of adjudicating truth claims by media institutions. Certain issues remain unresolved: what happens when particular 
parties dispute the judgment of the fact-checkers? How is the judgment of the fact-checkers incorporated into the Edge rank 
algorithm, given the brute fact that items at the top of the Facebook newsfeed tend to be read the most? Time will tell. 

We—and Facebook—might conceivably think of other models of objectivity in our efforts to create trust-worthy media institu-
tions (i.e. trusted by both liberals and conservatives) in an age of polarization and platforms. In her comparison of the American, 
British and German regulation of biotechnology, Sheila Jasanoff characterizes each national regulatory style as “contentious,” 
“communitarian,” and “consensus-seeking” respectively. In the German polity, for example, she finds an emphasis on the repre-
sentativeness of knowledge-making bodies, while the United States hopes to resolve regulatory issues by having the different 
parties face off in an adversarial manner through disputes between experts. That Facebook chose to tackle its fake news prob-
lem (in as much as this can be “tackled”) not by emphasizing the mechanical objectivity of its algorithms, but rather by drawing 
on the prestige of fact-checking institutions, is a hopeful first step.   Platforms are new; there is a great deal of interpretive flexi-
bility in their underlying technical and institutional infrastructure. The future of media objectivity in an age of polarization, Trump, 
and social media platforms might lie in drawing on alternative civic epistemologies. That might be an area where we social sci-
entists might make a useful contribution. 

https://hapgood.us/2016/11/13/fake-news-does-better-on-facebook-than-real-news/
https://www.buzzfeed.com/craigsilverman/how-macedonia-became-a-global-hub-for-pro-trump-misinfo
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2016/11/23/503146770/npr-finds-the-head-of-a-covert-fake-news-operation-in-the-suburbs
http://gizmodo.com/former-facebook-workers-we-routinely-suppressed-conser-1775461006
http://www.niemanlab.org/2016/05/algorithms-clickworkers-and-the-befuddled-fury-around-facebook-trends/
https://tech.slashdot.org/story/16/10/12/1923250/the-washington-post-tracked-facebooks-trending-topics-for-3-weeks-found-5-fake-stories-and-3-inaccurate-articles
https://techcrunch.com/2016/12/15/facebook-now-flags-and-down-ranks-fake-news-with-help-from-outside-fact-checkers/
http://www.theverge.com/2016/12/7/13868650/facebook-fake-news-patent-tool-machine-learning-content
https://medium.com/message/how-facebook-s-algorithm-suppresses-content-diversity-modestly-how-the-newsfeed-rules-the-clicks-b5f8a4bb7bab
http://press.princeton.edu/titles/7958.html
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ARE WE COMPLICIT? TALKING SOCIAL 
CONSTRUCTIONISM IN THE AGE OF 

TRUMP 
by Owen Whooley 

Like many, the presidential election has left me with a profound sense of unease. This unease operates on three registers, the 
combination of which concoct a veritable witch’s brew of angst.  The first is the unease I feel as a citizen, concerned about the 
state of our democratic institutions.  The second is the unease I feel as a sociologist, who despite claiming some expertise on, 
you know, society, didn’t see this coming (and worse, insisted throughout the election that a Trump presidency would never 
happen).  Both of these sources of unease have received their due attention in election post-mortems and hallway discussions 
with my peers.  However, it’s the last sources of disquiet that’s the bitterest to swallow, for it raises inconvenient questions re-
garding the way I think about the world.  I fear that I, as a social constructionist, have contributed to the mess in which we find 
ourselves. 

Did my research, and the research of my like-minded peers, lead us, in some small way, to this point? Can we draw a line, how-
ever circuitous and indirect, between decades of critical science studies and the Trump administration’s “alternative facts”? Is 
the phenomenon of fake news a logical, albeit extreme, destination on a slippery slope we created? And if so, what does that 
mean for SKAT going forward? How do we defend a politics of “truth” when we’ve published reams of paper problematizing that 
very notion? 

For me, these questions have crystallized around the March for Science (https://www.marchforscience.com/). As someone dis-
mayed by the administration’s denigration of science and its propagation of falsehoods, I’d like to support these efforts and not 
just from a distance. I want to create a clever sign and march along.  But I can’t escape the tension between scientists’ pro-

fessed commitments to objective, apolitical knowledge and my life’s work. Can a sociologist of science become a sociolo-

gist for science?  Would marching be hypocritical? Would I even be welcomed? 

After all, before the administration’s War on Science – waged via climate denialism, threats of defunding and hostile cabinet 
appointments – we had our own Science Wars – waged via laboratory studies, philosophical tracts and snarky hoaxes pub-
lished in academic journals.   Admittedly, our war carried more modest implications; at stake was disciplinary politicking and 
intellectual prestige, not the future of the planet.  But I can’t shake the sense that our war has fueled theirs. I worry that what 
we’re witnessing has its roots in our critical research, which has (rightfully in my mind) taken science and expertise down a 
peg.  I’m concerned that decades of undermining “that noble dream” of objectivity, of applying a symmetry principle in assessing 
knowledge claims, and of revealing the extra-scientific factors that shape “facts” have become parts of the arsenal for this ad-
ministration’s full-throttled assault on reality. 

My training antedated the height of the Science Wars.  By the time I came around, an uneasy truce had been declared.  And 
while social constructionism is by no means commonsense – at least not in my discipline of sociology – it won’t get you laughed 
out of the room or pilloried as a dangerous subversive.  Under the big tent of sociology, we now have a home base in SKAT, 
from which to launch novel forays into social constructionism. With the headiest days of battle behind us, this cozy niche is shel-
tered from the vexing criticisms that were so often hurled at the social constructionists in the past. Perhaps naively, I have been 
able to avoid the stickier issues and tougher challenges that a commitment to social constructionism entails.  I can avoid these 
no longer. 

I wonder if, safely ensconced in our own bubble, we missed the political threats our research carries.  In the wrong hands, our 
nuanced, laborious analyses have become weaponized.  Sure, we’ve long known about the “production of doubt” and the ven-
erable tradition of using science to serve political ends.  But did we ever consider that our efforts might lead us to something like 
Trump? 

This administration’s approach to knowledge – if we can call it one – represents something distinct, if not in kind, then certainly 
in degree.  Their promotion of the most easily debunked falsehoods presents, simultaneously, a less sophisticated strategy and 
a more pervasive challenge. Curiously, in its baldness, it’s easier to identify (it fools nobody who hasn’t consented to being 

fooled), but harder to combat.  In this way, the treatise of our time is not Orwell’s 1984 but a slim book by Harry Frankfurt, On 
Bullshit.  Read with an eye to contemporary events, Frankfurt seems to be describing Trump, Kellyanne Conway, and Sean 
Spicer when he argues that bullshitting is more cynical than lying. At least liars, in lying, acknowledge that it matters what is 
true.   

https://www.marchforscience.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xecEV4dSAXE
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Bullshitters are not at all concerned about whether anything is true; they assert what needs to be asserted to convey a desired 
impression, with no concern that these assertions meet any sort of empirical test or even should. The Trump administration 
feeds us a false dystopian picture of the U.S. in which the economy is in shambles (it’s not), the murder rate is at a 40-year high 
(wrong), the “inner city” is a war zone (it isn’t), hordes of violent immigrants are pouring over our Southern border (they’re not), 
and all Muslims are potential agents of ISIS (c’mon).  Shameless, their bullshit is immune to practices like fact-checking, which 
draw their strength from shaming. The embarrassment that results from being caught in a lie serves as perhaps the most im-
portant failsafe for civic and civil discourse. Without it, everything becomes just bullshit noise meant to distract from the blunt 
exercise of power. 

Has our social constructionism provided tools and legitimating cover for this excrement? At our core, social constructionists be-
lieve that argumentation, honest debate, and intellectual rigor matter; otherwise we would have chosen another craft. But by 
whittling away at truth, have we unwittingly undermined the possibility of reasoned discussion?  By raising such concerns, I 
don’t intend to reignite the science wars. Nor do I think it’s productive to resort to tired debates over what social constructionism 
is, to spend hours cataloging and comparing its variations along a spectrum of weak to strong, or to once again take up arms 
against the bugaboo of relativism.  Rather I want to call attention to the effects of social constructionism, however unintended 
they might be.  I want to encourage a collective, sober reflection, to look ourselves in the mirror and assess our culpability. 

My brand of social constructionism has deep roots in American pragmatist philosophy. With William James, I share an abiding 
appreciation of “blooming, buzzing confusion” of human experience and the limits of our minds to comprehend it in all its multidi-
mensionality.  With Charles Sanders Peirce, I recognize the social, communal nature of knowledge production. With John Dew-
ey, I reject the “quest of certainty” and in its place, insist on democratic processes that engage an educated citizenry. With prag-
matism in general, I refuse to separate thought from action and note that the acceptance of a belief is dictated by its practical 
effects, its “cash-value” to use James’s admittedly problematic metaphor.   But where do these cherished notions leave me to-
day?  Having renounced external validators of truth and sullied science with practical political and social concerns, have I re-
duced knowledge to a mere trial of strength or worse, adjudication via the Electoral College? Trump often parries criticisms with 
the retort that he won the election.  This rhetorical move, unsubtle as it is, speaks to the imbrication of knowledge and power, 
the way in which might can dictate right – essentially a key insight of social constructionism.  As Trump puts this insight of ours 
into problematic action, a nettlesome doubt creeps in. Might everyone be better off if we left well enough alone? 

Like so many things these days, I just don’t know.  I’m not ready to jettison the project of social constructionism, which has 
achieved a deeper understanding of science.  But I also fear that decades of deconstructing the soapbox have left us without a 
leg to stand on in the current fight. And worse, I’m worried that we have armed our enemies. 

Given the urgency of the situation, I believe that it would be neither wise, nor responsible, for the SKAT community to duck 
these difficult questions.  This moment demands of us the courage to interrogate our convictions. We need to talk about social 
constructionism in the Age of Trump. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           https://blog.oup.com/2016/11/word-of-the-year-2016-post-truth/ 

 


