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Hello everyone! Welcome to the Spring issue of SKATology. I
know this is a super-busy time of year for many of us, but I
hope you can set aside some time this week to peruse the
new issue (as perhaps you are planning to do right now?). It
features compelling commentary from David Banks, Gwen
Ottinger, and Joe Waggle on technology “that works for us
and not against us,” as well as Dan Morrison’s review of SKAT
-related content in ASA’s TRAILS database.
These items are plucked from the new SKAT website that the
Publications Committee rolled out last month. I hope you’ll
agree that the new design is fantastic and a wonderful new
resource for our section. But making the most of this and other section resources will require members’ active attention
and ongoing contributions. So I am adding my voice to the Publication Committee's request that SKAT members please consider contributing your ideas and energy by, for
example, volunteering to write a blog post for the website (contact Danielle Giffort, danielle.giffort@stlcop.edu with your ideas), submitting announcements for the newsletter,
and—this is important—joining SKAT’s new Facebook group. Open to all SKAT members, the new FB Group allows for more open, fluid exchanges of information related to
SKAT scholarship, teaching, and service.
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As readers may recall, I ended my previous column with some brief comments about attending to “Science at the Margins” in advance of a panel on this topic organized by Professor Logan Williams at the ASA conference in Seattle. I also raised the more reflexive
question of marginality in SKAT research and asked members to submit responses to
two online survey questions:
1. In your view, what are some important but understudied topics in the sociology of
science, knowledge and technology?
2. Why do you think these areas of research are understudied?
Straightforward enough, right? When I checked in two weeks later, only three people
had submitted answers. But after a few more gentle reminders traffic to the survey
picked up, and in the end, we had collected responses from 60 section members. 1 Thank
you! This is less than 10% of our current membership, but the small sample still pro-
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vides enough data to begin to see some interesting patterns and help frame a broader set of comments about
“epistemic inequality” as it relates to research produced by our section.
Member responses to the first question about understudied topics in SKAT are presented in Figure 1. On average, each respondent identified about two topics that they thought deserved greater attention, and these cluster fairly neatly into eight broad topical categories.2 Social institutions is the category that attracted the most
attention. Among understudied social institutions, the state was the top vote-getter with governance, the military and war-making, and consumer protection identified as more specific areas needing more research. Extractive technologies (mostly agriculture but also mining) was next in line followed, in descending order, by
medicine, higher education, industry, religion, and the media.
Figure 1. Understudied Research Topics in SKAT (N = 110)

Respondents also identified various forms of structural inequality as receiving less attention in SKAT than
they should. Among structurally disadvantaged social groups, disability was noted more often than race or
gender as being an overlooked topic in SKAT research. Poverty and the “developing world” also figure prominently in the data, but interestingly not wealth or class relations as a system of inequality. This may be because science tends to occupy an elite social strata, and its institutions are concentrated in the highly industrialized countries of the global north; as such, SKAT research may be seen as holding a de facto “elitist” orientation.
The next three categories—academic fields, analytical frameworks, and particular methods and types of data—bundle together (for me, at least) in the sense that they signal a more inward orientation to the world of
academic institutions, ideas, and practices. What academic disciplines are seen as being most acutely understudied? Answer: Social sciences and computer science, to the exclusion of all others. Hmmm. We probably
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should know more about “the competition”: our close neighbors, but also those strangers who, with Big Data
and advanced programming skills in their back pockets, are most clearly encroaching on established sociological turf.
What interests me most in this category set is the range of responses relating to methods and data. Seven respondents identified particular methods as deserving more attention (whether using those methods for SKAT
research or investigating their development and use through a SKAT lens was not always entirely clear). Five
respondents identified different kinds of data—for example, narrative data, crowd-sourced data, and sensory
touch data (or “haptics” – I had to look this one up). And four people identified problems with data, including
biases introduced by heuristics and the absence of data (not) generated by scientific failure. Taken together,
these absent topics on methods and data give us a starting place for thinking critically about how SKAT’s own
epistemic culture may perpetuate the systematic exclusion of certain topics. For example, given the prominent
role that ethnography plays in producing SKAT knowledge, it may be worth asking why we are lacking a critical mass of rigorous analyses of ethnographic practice.
The remaining three categories map onto general topical domains that will be familiar to many of us: politics,
environment, and culture. More specific examples include art, humor, consumption, labor, and futures—topics
that do seem to fall outside domains traditionally circumscribed by science and technology and point us toward research settings in which the organization and impacts of science and technology are less socially apparent.
The second survey question asked respondents to reflect on why particular research questions are not pursued or why certain areas of inquiry remain “undone” (Hess 2015). Their answers offer many different
“reasons” in Charles Tilly’s (2006) sense of everyday statements about why things happen. For Tilly, reasons
provide public rationales for doing one thing or another, and these shared accounts help connect people to
each other. Reason-giving is a social activity that builds relations among reason-givers and receivers—
whether or not the reasons are validated as correct or legitimate. So, in the spirit of relation-building, here are
some reasons why epistemic inequality in SKAT seems to look the way it does (see Figure 2).
Figure 2. Reasons Why Some Topics are Understudied in SKAT (N = 69)
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In the process of sorting these reasons, I tried to distinguish among forces that are primarily features of the
world at large, features of the general academic field, or more particular features of SKAT and the research
communities that feed it. Among the world-at-large reasons are general social biases—stigma and ideology
are the two mentioned by respondents. Another reason is what I’ve called “temporality” to indicate reasons
based on the newness, oldness, or faddishness of topics and historical path dependencies that can shape
SKAT’s intellectual attention space. A third variety of world-at-large reasons were couched in terms of limited access to data. In this case, data are limited either because it is difficult to find (e.g. because certain phenomena are socially invisible or taken for granted) or because some institutions, such as the military or corporations, block researcher access to data.
Reasons implicating features of the academic field include boundary claims about, for example, other fields’
claims to certain topics, as well as the notion that the social sciences are understudied because they are “too
close to home.” Boundary blinders is another type of academic field reason. These concern general tendencies within the field to ignore or underappreciate the significance of certain topics. Funding priorities also
shape the contours of the academic field, disadvantaging certain lines of inquiry relative to others.
Mostly, however, respondents looked inside SKAT itself for their reasons why. Many identified various types
of structural inequality. These ranged from demographic factors (i.e. the prevalence of “EuroAmerican” SKAT
members) and networks (which some see as highly gender segregated) to the lack of research infrastructures
for promoting SKAT in the Global South and the intellectual “narrowness” of our specialty journals. Other respondents found fault with methodological biases that either heavily favor or disfavor certain approaches for
identifying, gathering, and analyzing data.
But the largest concentration of reasons why some topics are understudied in SKAT have to do with various
forms of intellectual bias. According to some, SKAT is too:
 Postmodern
 Focused on epistemology, ontology, and materiality
 Human-centered
 Normative
 Urban-focused
 Concerned mainly about hard science, elite science, basic science, and new technologies

According to others, SKAT is biased against:
 Merton and his ilk
 Racial inequality (vs. racialized science) and race (vs. gender)
 Inequality generally
 Sexualities
 Applied science
 History

I find these reasons about bias within SKAT interesting for three reasons. The first is that most of these seem
to closely reflect many of the social currents shaping culture and political life today. This is especially true
with inequality, an issue that arises repeatedly and in many guises throughout the survey and is also at the
forefront of contemporary political discourse, from Trump and the Bern to Black Lives Matter and Picketty,
climate justice, dark money, Syrian and Iraqi refugees, and more.
This particular set of reasons are also interesting for what they tell us about our identity as an ASA section. Of
the twenty respondents who gave reasons relating to internal SKAT bias, forty percent clearly drew close
linkages between SKAT and STS while the remaining sixty percent seemed to draw closer linkages to sociolo-
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gy. That is to say, for example, SKAT is too postmodern because STS is too postmodern or, conversely, SKAT
is too normative because sociology is too normative. These dual identities (and loyalties?) are in tension with
one another, differentially shaping respondents’ views of what is missing from SKAT research.
But mostly, I am interested in these reasons because of the implicit opportunities they present for affecting
change within SKAT. If Tilly is right that reasons operate as guides to social action, I think this list of reasons
especially deserves our attention, despite an unfortunately small sample. Reasons about internal biases train
our focus on features of SKAT’s intellectual landscape that we collectively create and that we can change with
collective effort. For example, we might undertake a more comprehensive study of structural and intellectual
bias in SKAT, going beyond the opinion data presented here. Or we might convene a task force to find ways to
inject more theoretical diversity into the conversation or attract a more diverse membership. We could also
use the revamped SKAT website to stage debate among the membership on structural, intellectual, and methodological inequality or on other issues raised by this survey. I welcome members’ input about these and other ideas. And, for those who didn’t participate in the survey initially but would still like to, I’ve left it open.
Should new data reveal additional patterns, I’ll be sure to let you know.
References
Hess, David J. 2015. “Undone Science and Social Movements: A Review and Typology.” Pp. 141-154 in Matthias Gross and Linsey McGoey (eds.), Routledge International Handbook of Ignorance Studies. London:
Routledge.
Tilly, Charles. 2006. Why? Princeton: Princeton University Press.
——————————————
I did not participate in the survey.
I coded responses in two stages, first sorting individual responses into broad categories, then clustering responses
within those broad categories.
1
2

NEW SECTION WEBSITE
The SKAT Publications committee would
like to announce the launch of our new
section website. In addition to updating
existing content from the old website, we
are launching a new section blog and
developing a page for SKAT teaching
resources. You can check out the inaugural
blog posts here. You can also find a review
of SKAT teaching resources in TRAILS
here.
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ANNOUNCEMENTS
NEW ARTICLES
Cousineau, Matthew J. Forthcoming. “Accomplishing Profession Through Self-Mockery.” Symbolic Interaction.
Cousineau, Matthew J. 2015. “Mass Media as a Discursive Resource and the Construction of Engineering
Selves.” Bulletin of Science, Technology, & Society 35(1-2):35-43.

NEW BOOKS
Mauldin, Laura. 2016. Made to Hear: Cochlear Implants and Raising Deaf Children. University of Minnesota Press.
Based on accounts of and interviews with families who adopt the cochlear implant for their
deaf children, Made to Hear describes the experiences of mothers as they navigate the health
care system, their interactions with the professionals who work with them, and the influence
of neuroscience on the process. Though Mauldin explains the politics surrounding the issue,
her focus is not on the controversy of whether to have a cochlear implant but on the longterm, multiyear undertaking of implantation. Her study provides a nuanced view of a social
context in which science, technology, and medicine are trusted to vanquish disability—and
in which mothers are expected to use these tools. Made to Hear reveals that implantation has
the central goal of controlling the development of the deaf child’s brain by boosting synapses
for spoken language and inhibiting those for sign language, placing the politics of neuroscience front and center. Examining the consequences of cochlear implant technology for professionals and parents of deaf children, Made to Hear shows how certain neuroscientific claims about neuroplasticity, deafness, and language are deployed to encourage compliance with medical technology.
Nelson, Alondra. 2016. The Social Life of DNA: Race, Reparations, and Reconciliation after the Genome.
Beacon Press.
In The Social Life of DNA, Alondra Nelson takes us on an unprecedented journey into how
the double helix has wound its way into the heart of the most urgent contemporary social
issues around race. For over a decade, Nelson has deeply studied this phenomenon. Artfully
weaving together keenly observed interactions with root-seekers alongside illuminating
historical details and revealing personal narrative, she shows that genetic genealogy is a
new tool for addressing old and enduring issues. In The Social Life of DNA, she explains how
these cutting-edge DNA-based techniques are being used in myriad ways, including grappling with the unfinished business of slavery: to foster reconciliation, to establish ties with
African ancestral homelands, to rethink and sometimes alter citizenship, and to make legal
claims for slavery reparations specifically based on ancestry. Engrossing and highly original,
The Social Life of DNA is a must-read for anyone interested in race, science, history and how our reckoning
with the past may help us to chart a more just course for tomorrow.
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PROFESSIONAL ACCOMPLISHMENTS
Joseph A. Kotarba, the Director of the Center for Social Inquiry at Texas State University, is keynote speaker at the Annual Meeting of the European Society for the Study
of Symbolic Interaction. His presentation is: "The Theoretical Intersection of Science
and Music..” The Euro SSSI conference will be held on July 4-8 at the Topola Skies Resort
in Topola, Bulgaria. For information, contact Professor Andrew Blasko (abvmcon@blasko.se) or Professor Vessela Misheva (vessela.misheva@soc.uu.se).

Alondra Nelson, Columbia University, was interviewed in January about her new

book, The Social Life of DNA: Race, Reparations, and Reconciliation on NPR's "All Things
Considered," WNYC's "The Brian Lehrer Show," WUNC's "The State of Things," KERA's
"Think," and "The Mark Steiner Show" on WEAA. The Social Life of DNA was also featured in The Boston Globe, Nature, Slate, Aeon, and Pacific Standard.

FUNDING OPPORTUNITIES
Stevens Institute of Technology has National Science Foundation (NSF) grant that provides scholarship to
motivated liberal arts graduates to pursue a master’s degree in software engineering. This is an innovative
effort to broaden participation in science and engineering. We would like to encourage all liberal arts seniors or graduates to apply for this program. You can find the press release here: http://www.stevens.edu/
news/stevens-awarded-nsf-grant-software-engineering-field. Contact the PI of this grant, Dr. Linda Laird,
with any questions: llaird@stevens.edu.

The SKAT Publications Committee is rolling out a new format for our social media
presence on Facebook. We are transitioning from a page to a group, which allows for
more interaction among our members. All members may post to the group, and we
will have moderators who monitor for content that is outside the scope of SKAT
scholarship, teaching, and service. We will phase out our existing Facebook page by
mid-April, so join the group now!
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TECHNOLOGY THAT “WORKS FOR US
AND NOT AGAINST US”

During the 2016 State of the Union address, President Obama proposed that one of the four “big questions”
that the United States needs to answer is: “How do we make technology work for us, and not against us–
especially when it comes to solving urgent challenges?” The SKAT Publications Committee invited contributors to respond to Obama’s statement. Responses consider issues such as what is a “technology that works for
us” versus a “technology that works against us?” and who is included (or not) in the “us” part of Obama’s
statement.
Many thanks to our contributors:
David Banks, Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute
Gwen Ottinger, Drexel University
Joseph Waggle, University of Maryland, College Park

Working for All of Us: We Need Democratic Control over Technology
David A. Banks, Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute
It is laudable that in 2016 our leaders are thinking about technology as something that could work against
some humans’ interests. When the President of the United States asks how to “make technology work for us,
and not against us—especially when it comes to solving urgent challenges,” our first inclination as social scientists should be to define the “us” under investigation. Presumably, the president would reply with “every
American,” but even the most cursory reading of science and technology studies literature would suggest that
this is impossible. Technologies are neither inherently good nor bad for all humans; rather, they are the artifacts of social action and often participate in political controversy and social stratification before, during, and
after their initial creation. The levies in New Orleans, the drones that fly over the U.S. southern border and
throughout the Middle East, and the corroded pipes of Flint, Michigan stand in testament to the ways in
which technology participates in politics.
A far more realistic question might be: “How do we redistribute control over and allocation of technologies?”
Such a reframing decenters the artifact itself and brings analytic focus to the methods we employ to make
technology in the first place. If decades of research into innovation and regulation by social scientists has
taught us anything, it is that our current paradigm of “design first and regulate later” makes for bad products
and even worse policy. The former sets loose unintended consequences that cause real harm to people and
the latter is ham-fisted, too late, or most commonly, both. Worse yet, as social scientists we may be overprescribing DIY, citizen-led science and technology at the expense of social movements that would otherwise
be changing the landscape of scientific research and technological innovation.
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Consider, for example, the issue of fracking. Energy companies have tried to convince the public that they are
merely scaling up old and trusted technology when in fact we are entering into a categorically new era in humans’ relationship to terra firma. The deleterious consequences of fracking range from contamination of communities’ water supplies to regular earthquakes where there once were none in living human memory. The
U.S. government’s inability to and disinterest in successfully maintaining safe drilling practices has been met
with a peculiar popular reaction; despite immediate and direct harms, Americans have chosen to carefully but
steadfastly appeal to broken regulatory frameworks while also spending considerable time and effort cataloging and monitoring environmental impacts. This reaction seems to have no historical analogue. I feel confident
in saying that historically, if a large outside party arrived and inflicted massive damage on a basic resource,
that party would be met with pitchforks and bricks, not test tubes and spreadsheets.
While I am not prepared to unconditionally advocate for pitchforks and bricks, I think we as social scientists
should think twice about our role in advocating for scientific inquiry and technological development by nonexperts. The hidden danger in citizen science is that it lends credence to the notion that certainty is needed for
collective action. Instead of collecting data, we should be deconstructing the kinds of evidentiary demands
needed to take action on disasters that stem from environmental racism, organized ignorance around issues
important to minority groups, and unchecked innovation more broadly. Instead of replacing necessary environmental monitoring with crowd sourced DIY methods, we must absolutely demand that those institutions
charged with protecting the common good do their jobs. At some point, we need to know when communities
should stop collecting data and start demanding the resources that they are owed.

“While I am not prepared to unconditionally advocate for pitchforks and
bricks, I think we as social scientists should think twice about our role in advocating for scientific inquiry and technological development by non-experts.”
None of this is meant to disparage the excellent work done by many of the scholars that make up SKAT and
Science and Technology Studies. Rather, I am pointing toward the simple fact that our institutions of science
and governance are increasingly found to be criminally negligent in their duties.
The pipes in Flint are a particularly maddening example of both the government’s and the academy’s disinterest towards human life. In February, the Chronicle published an interview with Virginia Tech scientist Marc
Edwards who stated unequivocally that environmental crises are the direct result of the “perverse incentives
that are given to young faculty,” and that scientists are so reliant on fragile funding networks that calling out
wrong doing in the private and public sector is tantamount to a career killer. I identified a similar dynamic in a
2014 Tikkun Magazine essay in which I suggested that a way around this dynamic would be a no-stringsattached block grant program for communities paired with “a clearinghouse of sociologists, water chemists,
lawyers, economists, and geologists all fully paid by the federal government and willing work with a community to solve problems identified by its residents.”
It is no longer enough to work on methods and tools that let communities fix part time what well-funded governments and universities are ruining full time. We need programs that aid in producing swift but certain
knowledge claims that activate reformed or radically altered governance mechanisms. Making technology
work for more people more often starts with building better organizations, not filling in holes in (sometimes
intentionally) tattered governance regimes. If, as Bruno Latour says, technology truly is “society made durable” then creating better technology means creating a better society. This begins not at the design table, but in
communities and the governing institutions that purport to serve them.
David A. Banks is an editor for Cyborgology, a member of the Theorizing the Web organizing committee, and a PhD candidate at Rensselaer’s Science and Technology Studies Department.
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Gwen Ottinger, Drexel University
“How do we make technology work for us, and not against us?” President Obama’s question acknowledges a
fundamental dilemma: not all technological innovation is necessarily progress. We can all think of technologies
that have effects that work against ecosystem integrity, human welfare, and/or social justice. Sociologists might
add that the less desirable effects of technology tend to fall most heavily on those who are already least well off.
Just think of where hazardous waste goes, where power plants are sited, where the rare earth elements that
make our smart phones work are mined. All the more reason, the President might agree, to make sure that
technology is working for all of us.
But how? That the President’s question needs to be asked at all underscores a second problem: our current approach to developing, deploying, and adopting technology fixates on technology’s promise to benefit society—
and remains oblivious to the harms it might cause. With the exception of drugs and other therapeutic technologies, innovations are seldom scrutinized to determine whether they provide promised benefits and still less
often to find out what their “side effects” are.
In fact, too often innovators actively avoid knowledge that might suggest that benefits are smaller or harms
greater than originally projected. And when those who suffer the side effects step up with their evidence of
those harms, they are routinely disbelieved, discredited, and disrespected. When, for example, AfricanAmerican residents of communities next to oil refineries point to their children’s asthma as indicative of the
hazards of petrochemical operations, and the transportation technologies they support, they are blamed for
their “unhealthy” lifestyles and possible industrial culprits are never investigated. In our current system, the
technologists’ role is to promote and defend his innovations, not to learn about the full range of its implications.
We need to change how
we treat new innova“We need to change how we treat new innovations
tions and, ultimately,
and, ultimately, how we innovate if we want to ensure
how we innovate if we
that technology works for us—all of us. “
want to ensure that
technology works for
us—all of us. The deployment of a new technology should be treated as an experiment, not just on physical systems or the environment, but on social structure and people’s ways of life. The experiment could begin with the
hypothesis that the technology will work for us, but evidence would have to be collected to confirm, or disprove, the hypothesis.
Innovators should have neither sole control over nor sole responsibility for designing these experiments.
Stakeholders of all sorts, especially the marginalized groups that stand to be affected, should be involved in order to ensure that the experimental design reflects diverse ways of thinking and multiple kinds of expertise.
Participants should define together what it means for the technology to “work for us.” They should collectively
determine what would constitute evidence that it does. They should brainstorm the kinds of unintended harms
that might arise as a result of the technology—then decide which are worth monitoring, and how. And they
should discuss how they will use to collected evidence to conclude whether the technology earns a place in our
society, whether it needs to be modified, or whether it ought to be abandoned.
An experimental approach to new technology would be an innovation itself: we would need to invent institutions to enable experiments to be designed and conducted in a broadly participatory way. And we would need
to re-engineer our political systems to ensure that the results of the experiments resulted in appropriate actions by law makers. Institutions for participatory knowledge production and deliberative decision-making are
not without precedent, of course, but existing versions would require creative adaptation for the purpose of
tracking the effects of new technologies.
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Engineers and industrialists can be expected to object: such a scheme would halt innovation in its tracks! That
seems doubtful. Creative, clever people will continue to see opportunities to make money and/or make the
world a better place, and a clearly laid-out, consistently applied requirement that their innovations be rolled
out in a more thoughtful, deliberative manner is unlikely to be enough to deter them from pursuing their ideas.
Instead, what we could expect is that savvy innovators will add new criteria to their design specifications.
Knowing that they will be held accountable for even unintended harms caused by their technologies, technologists should begin to favor innovations that can be deployed a little at a time, support monitoring, be modifiable at minimal expense, and, in the worst case, be rolled back entirely. Incrementalism, transparency, flexibility, and reversibility would become additional technological challenges, complements to efficiency, speed, size,
and power—and surely no more insurmountable.

Admittedly, an experimental approach would almost certainly slow down the pace of innovation. But that, too,
seems a crucial aspect of ensuring that technology works for all of us. Instead of barreling forward into a technological landscape where benefits to some groups are achieved at the cost of harms to others, we could lay,
brick by brick, a technological foundation for raising everyone up.
Gwen Ottinger is an Assistant Professor in the Center for Science, Technology, and Society and Department of
History and Politics at Drexel University.

Joseph Waggle, University of Maryland, College Park
Pathologizing technology shifts blame away from unequal social arrangements and onto the technologies that
we use to maintain them. It’s a stirring speech to go out on, but as a platform for change, falls flat.
It was likely his last visit to the floor of the House of Representatives, ever, and definitely his last as President
of the United States. So when President Barack Obama gave his final State of the Union address earlier this
year, he probably wanted it to leave an impression. But it wasn’t a goodbye.
Presaging criticism from several Republican candidates and others in the wake of Justice Antonin Scalia’s
death last month, President Obama confirmed in clear language that he had no intention of coasting to the end
of his presidency.
In an atmosphere where the Majority party in Congress, many of the men vying to replace him, and the citizens who support them expect the president to sit quietly and run out the clock on his final term, it is no wonder that President Obama framed his speech not as a to-do list for his final twelve months as president, but
rather as an optimistic look into the far future, to the clearer horizons that might yet exist beyond the haze of
the current political situation.
And that political situation is a very, very hazy one.
The next nine months will likely be defined by the race for next presidency, a race that, still in the primary
stages, already reads more like postmodern performance art than a real-world bid for leadership. In the Republican-dominated Congress, empty seats are projected to go to even more conservative Republicans, pushing the needle farther and farther right, to the shock and awe of the Grand Old Party. And globally, international summits like the United Nations Framework Convention for Climate Change (UNFCCC) 21st Conference of
Parties (COP21) are drawing greater and greater attention to climate change, a policy issue that the United
States still lags behind on, both socially and politically, compared to other developed nations.
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So when the President asserted that the fight against climate change meant making “technology work for us,
and not against us,” he was talking about more than coal-fired power plants and solar panels. He was talking
about a utopian future in which technological cures can heal social wounds.
Consider the following statement from President Obama’s State of the Union Address:
“We live in a time of extraordinary change — change that’s reshaping the way we live, the way we work, our
planet and our place in the world. It’s change that promises amazing medical breakthroughs, but also economic disruptions that strain working families. It promises education for girls in the most remote villages,
but also connects terrorists plotting an ocean away. It’s change that can broaden opportunity, or widen inequality. And whether we like it or not, the pace of this change will only accelerate.”
Replace “change” with “technology” in that statement and you have the cautious dream of an ecological modernist, a man who sees our society at a tipping point of great social progress but only at the risk of using untested, unwieldy, mystifying technology to achieve it.
The problem is that you can’t replace change with technology. You can foster change with technology, grow it,
spread it around. You can also slow its progress, reverse it, or suffocate it altogether. Social change, the
change President Obama is talking about above, requires agency, and technology has none.
What I want to focus on here is not the “technology” in President Obama’s statement, but rather the “us.”
Technologies, including new kinds of knowledge and new ways of knowing the world, are only as powerful or
as dangerous as the people who use them. Placing the blame on technology for greenhouse gas emissions, or
the connectivity of terrorists, or widening income inequality shifts the focus away from people. It erases the
people who have no access to these technologies, lionizes the people who do, and renders invisible the power
relations that keep them so far apart.
President Obama’s final state of the union was, as he said, not “just about the next year. I want to focus on the
next five years, ten years, and beyond.” For big issues like climate change, even that stretch of time may be
short-sighted. But looking to technologies to save us–and blaming technologies for putting us in harm’s way
to begin with–is a kind of willful blindness that only serves to reinforce the patterns that create the harm
from which we so desperately want technology to deliver us.
Joseph Waggle is a doctoral candidate in the Department of Sociology at the University of Maryland, College
Park and a research fellow in the Program for Society and the Environment (PSE). He is also a member of the
SKAT Publications Committee.
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TEACHING SKAT
RESOURCES IN ASA’S TRAILS DATABASE
All ASA members now have access to TRAILS (Teaching Resources and Innovations Library for Sociology–
we love our acronyms!), a teaching resource repository included in the annual membership fee. This is a
welcome change since access to TRAILS previously cost $25/year, and many faculty, both tenure-track and
those working outside the tenure-track, found this expense unreasonable. There is nothing worse than being
nickeled-and-dimed by your professional organization! As a former TT faculty member at a teachingintensive institution with few resources, this extra expense came out of my own pocket.
For SKAT scholars, TRAILS has some important material from many of our sub-discipline’s top scholars.
TRAILS is a potentially valuable resource for those teaching courses in SKAT-related fields and can also provide important insights into how our colleagues are introducing the field to future scholars. In this brief review, I describe the types of resources currently available in the repository, provide short descriptions of
exemplary entries, and conclude with a call for your participation.
RESOURCES
As of mid-February, there are 34 items categorized as “Science and Technology” in the TRAILS database, including 32 syllabi and two writing assignments. Of these materials, 33 were published in 2010, the inaugural
year for TRAILS and one was published in 2015. Syllabi are categorized by “grade level.” Syllabi labeled
“College 100” are intended for first-year students, “College 200” for second-years, and so on. Among the 32
syllabi in the database, five are level 100, seven are level 200, nine are level 300, four are level 400, six are
the graduate level, and one is listed as uncategorized. Among the writing assignments, one is at the 300 level
and the other is listed as appropriate for all undergraduates.
EXEMPLARS
Teaching Technology and Society through Science Fiction
One of the more interesting writing assignments was created by Kristin Holster of Dean College. For this assignment, students read and analyze one of four texts: 1984 by George Orwell, Fahrenheit 411 by Ray Bradbury, Foundation by Isaac Asimov, or Brave New World by Aldous Huxley. Students write a short paper
identifying five technologies in the book that did not exist when it was published and comparing them to five
technologies that exist today. Students also discuss how the technologies reflect the social conditions of the
author’s time and place. Finally, students write about the social impact of their selected technologies, citing
appropriate evidence from course readings, outside sources, and the novel itself.
In the write-up about the assignment, Dr. Holster cites pedagogical research which suggests that nontraditional readings can provide accessible means to explore sociological ideas and concepts. In this case, science
fiction requires the reader to develop critical and analytic skills.
This assignment meets several learning goals that STS scholars have for their students, including:
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 To help students consider the reciprocal impact of technology on society and society on the development
of technology.

 To develop students’ ability to apply the concepts learned throughout the semester to specific examples
from a science fiction novel.
 To help students improve research skills by requiring them to locate and critically evaluate evidence
from internet sources.
Holster’s assignment is an excellent example of the creative work we often find in SKAT scholarship. I encourage those whose interest is piqued to download this assignment and adapt it for your own courses.
LEADING SCHOLARS LEND THEIR SYLLABI
In addition to the two writing assignments currently in the TRAILS database, many scholars, both junior and
senior, have contributed their syllabi. This is a particularly rich set of documents, contributed by major SKAT
scholars, such as Adele Clarke, Jennifer Croissant, Mary Frank Fox, Scott Frickel, Tom Gieryn, Daniel Kleinman, Michael Lynch, Alondra Nelson, Laurel Smith-Doerr, and Stephen Zehr. Obviously, this is an incomplete
list, and picking from them is quite daunting!
The “grade level” and topical diversity of these offerings is significant, from Mary Frank Fox’s directed study
course on women in science and engineering to courses on gender and technology from Adele Clarke and
Maren Klawiter. There are several strong graduate level syllabi. In Tom Gieryn’s syllabus, he provocatively
argues that the sociology of science has run out of steam and is in need of revitalization. Scott Frickel’s graduate course begins with an analysis of the structure of science as an institution and ends with an examination of current controversies in genetics and environmental risk. Daniel Kleinman’s graduate syllabus is
noteworthy in its organization, covering many of the “highlights” of our subfield while offering students
pathways for further exploration in the field.
A few syllabi cover more specialized topics. For example, Christopher Hencke’s course on science and technology in the workplace for advanced undergraduates and graduate students asks students to consider both
the transformation of work and workplaces, and the construction of technologies that guide, limit, and
change the meaning of work itself. Daniel Kleinman’s “Sociology of the University” course asks how institutions of higher education are changing in an era of globalization and fiscal austerity. In addition, this course
reviews the state of knowledge production, the politics of disciplinarity/interdisciplinarity, the role of public
intellectuals, and the commercialization of the university.
CONTRIBUTE!

Although TRAILS accepts items in several categories, including assessments, bibliographies, class activities,
essays, images, lectures, PowerPoint, videos, and websites, few of these resources carry the “Science and
Technology” label. In addition, it has been about six years since the bulk of resources were uploaded into the
TRAILS database. Therefore, I end this post with a call for participation. What effective teaching ideas do you
have that others could learn from? With only 34 resources, there is a lot of room to grow, particularly for
assignments, exams, bibliographies, videos, and other teaching resources. Syllabi are still welcome, too! Visit
the TRAILS website to learn about how to submit.
Daniel Morrison is a Research Fellow at the Center for Biomedical Ethics and Society at the Vanderbilt University Medical Center, and he is a member of the SKAT Publications Committee.
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