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Setting  the  stage  

I will begin this essay with a little story from my fieldwork. The story 
takes place in a meeting room in an office. The office belongs to one of the 
major engineering companies in the Danish construction sector, and the 
topic of the meeting is an on-going construction project. The participants 
are planning a renovation project of four building blocks located in a 
suburb to Copenhagen. The building blocks are characterised as social 
housing and are owned by housing associations. It is not the first time 
that the participants meet. They meet on a regular basis every month to 
discuss the project. But because of an up-coming deadline, the team is 
meeting more frequently, so this meeting is one out of three or four in a 
short period of time. In approximately a month from the meeting, the 
building owner expects the project team to hand in the disposition 
material for the project. After winning the project in a competition in the 
beginning of 2015, the team has been assigned to plan the renovation 
project. The project team’s task is to concretise and realise the sketched 
competition proposal. The first step is to document the disposition of the 
building design, which is one step in the direction of getting concrete 
project material that can aid the contractor in his work.  

Most of the people in the room know each other from before and have 
been together on the project since it started. Present at the meeting are 
representatives from three companies; the engineering company with the 
responsibility for construction, ventilation, electricity, energy calculations 
and project management. Then there is also the architectural firm with 
responsibility of the architectural design of the building and disposition of 
areas. The third company is architectural office responsible for landscape 
architecture of the courtyard surrounded by the four housing blocks. The 
engineering company hosts the meeting, and the main objective of the 
meeting is to reach an agreement on what the companies should hand in 
on the disposition deadline.  
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This is our setting: A meeting room filled with people and equipment. 
All of the participants, except a few people, have a block of paper each and 
a pen with them. Every once and awhile, people note something on their 
block for further investigation after the meeting. Half of the participants 
have brought their laptops with them. A project manager and an engineer 
responsible for ventilation, both from the engineering company, connect 
their respective computers to a large TV screen at the bottom of the 
meeting room. On the screen, the project manager presents the agenda 
for the meeting and the engineer his drawings and calculations for the 
ventilation system. The guests from outside the engineering company, the 
representatives from the two architectural offices, have all brought 
drawings with them. The drawings are in turn used to explain their part of 
the project and are put on the table in front of the participants. Prior to 
the meeting, the participants received the agenda in their email inbox, 
and at the meeting the agenda is laying on the table in printouts.  

This is the setting, which I want to investigate. So how can we 
understand this setting from the view of science and technology studies 
(STS)? How are people and technologies related? And how do the 
participants gain knowledge about the issues regarding the project? In the 
essay I draw on actor-network theory to point at some interesting 
relations within this meeting. First I describe a bit about the relation 
between humans and non-humans. Afterwards, I describe how the 
participants come to know issues that they did not know about before.   

Hybrids  

One sensibility that STS allow researchers is the abolishment of a 
divide between humans and non-humans, people and things, society and 
the natural world (Callon 1986; Latour 1988; Sismondo 2010). When 
studying science and technology in the making, it is fruitful to look at the 
relations between humans and non-humans, instead of separating the two 
and only investigating one of them. For example, a drawing brought by an 
architect to the meeting is only present at the table, because she has 
drawn it, in a software programme, printed it out on a printer, and taken 
it with her to the meeting. Without this acknowledgement, we as 
researchers would take the drawing for granted and maybe ascribe certain 
characteristics to the drawing. The field of STS withstand this point of 
view and rather look at the making of facts and artefacts and how others 
take them up.  
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Scholars within the field of STS use various terms to express the 
relationship between humans and non-humans. Bruno Latour (1993) 
describes how we have divided the world into social and natural 
phenomena, and therefore forgotten about the ‘hybrids’ or ‘networks’ that 
really make up the world. John Law (1992) also acknowledge this 
connection and terms the networks for ‘heterogeneous networks’ to stress 
the importance of both humans and non-humans. Michel  

Callon and John Law (1995) also emphasise the abolishment of a 
divide between human and non-human, individual and groups, micro and 
macro, by using the term ‘hybrid collectifs’. Other scholars have also 
acknowledge this relation, such as Donna Haraway (1994) with the notion 
of ‘cyborg’ and Donald MacKenzie (2009) with the notion of the 
‘equipped’ human. Each concept contribute to the acknowledgement that 
it is important to investigate the relationship between humans and non-
humans.  

In relation to the story described above, the agenda for the meeting 
had quite an impact on the participants. Much of what the participants 
were saying or doing related to the agenda in some way. The project 
leader began with reading the items on the agenda. An architect described 
the planned landscape, because it was an item on the agenda. And an 
engineer had placed discussion on ventilation system on the agenda, 
because he found it important to discuss at this stage of the project. 
Without the agenda or with another agenda, the meeting would, maybe, 
have been about something completely different. The relation between the 
agenda and the participants also shaped another relation, namely to the 
drawings on the table. If the topic about the landscape were not on the 
agenda, the architect would not have made her presentation and the 
drawing would not be in the room. The agenda also steered the 
conversation. When one or more participants wanted to talk about issues 
not on the list, then the other participants pulled them back to the topics 
on the list. Because of limited time, it was important for them to discuss 
the disposition material, not everything else.  

Cognition  as  distributed  

Something I find interesting in the empirical story is how the 
participants gained knowledge about the project. How do people at the 
meeting come to know about the issues in the project? The same kind of 
question do Callon and Law (1995) ask in their text. They show how a 
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managing director of a laboratory came to know what the man-years in a 
project were. They argue that the managing director knew this because 
various ‘materials’, such as people, time sheets and computers, 
surrounded him. All these materials joined together allowed the 
managing director to see the number of man-years on the project. It was 
the ‘collectif’ of materially heterogeneous bits and pieces that gave him 
this knowledge. MacKenzie (2009) proposes the same kind of argument. 
He argues that tasks are not performed by a single unaided human, but by 
multiple human beings, objects and technical systems. Drawing on Edwin 
Hutchins (1995), MacKenzie describes how diverse cognitive and 
calculative processes take place in financial markets, involving diverse 
entities such as prices, transactions, technical equipment, traders and 
graphical representations. Removing the calculator, the computer 
screens, colleagues and phone lines from a trader, will still allow the 
trader to calculate an interest rate, but the interest rate will not be 
deemed a ‘fact’. Only by mobilising her or his colleagues, computers, 
phone lines and the daily talk at the office, the trader can get an insight to 
and feel of the day-to-day changes in the market. The traders think and 
act in accordance with their environment. If the situation changes, then 
the traders’ knowledge of the market and their corresponding actions will 
change as well. 

One hot topic at the meeting between the building consultants was the 
ventilation system. An engineer had noticed before the meeting that the 
two types of ventilation systems proposed by the team had each various 
issues related to them. He felt that it was important to discuss these issues 
before they would be too large to handle and evolving into a whole new set 
of issues. At the meeting he presented his thoughts. To do so, he had 
plugged his laptop into the TV screen. Because he sat next to the screen, 
he could point at it and explain his thoughts for the other participants. 
The things he showed on the screen were drawings of the rooms with 
ventilation ducts and product specifications on ventilation aggregate from 
the manufacturer. Going through his view on the issues, he also verbally 
and physically referred to the existing, as well as the planned, building. 
The engineer was not only presenting the issues, but he also initiated 
discussions among the participants. Going forth and back between the 
material he presented and the statements the other participants had, the 
whole team got more and more information about the issues.  

So how do the participants gain knowledge of the issues regarding the 
ventilation system? For starters, it would be difficult for the engineer to 
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explain the issues without his drawings and product specifications. The 
project team would not have known about the size of the ventilation 
system, if the engineer did not have contacted the manufacture to ask for 
dimensions, calculated the average capacity of the system and estimated 
the size of the ventilation aggregate. So put together – the product 
information, the drawings, the oral presentation by the engineer and so 
forth – is how the participants’ knowledge of the ventilation issues is 
produced. Produced as a product of a hybrid collectif. Before the project 
team met, the ventilation system could be regarded as a ‘black box’ 
(Latour 1987). They knew that there should be a ventilation system, but 
they did not know what the size should be, where to place the aggregate, 
and such questions. After the presentation, the participants had an idea of 
the size and some suggestions for the places for the aggregate, for 
example the roof or the basement.  

Rounding  off  

In this essay, I have drawn on theorists from the actor-network theory 
(Latour, Callon and Law) and the social construction of knowledge 
(MacKenzie). Even though their theoretical foundations are slightly 
different from each other, I find many similarities. Where MacKenzie 
emphasises on human beings equipped with things, actor-network theory 
expand the principle of symmetry to also include materials and therefore 
talk about hybrids (Callon 1986). Even though this slightly different angle 
on STS, the two approaches agree on interdependence of entities in a 
given situation, which I see as strength. Also how the definition of an 
actor changes in both approaches if the relation to other entities changes. 
I find working with actor-network theory to be very central to the 
empirical material. Without an a priori understanding of the reality, 
researchers can study an issue without forcing some theoretical 
classifications onto the situations. I find it really helpful to study the 
controversies that the informants shape instead of searching for 
particular predetermined controversies.  

The next step to advance my analysis, I would like to investigate which 
translations the participants do during, prior and after a design meeting. 
During a construction project, building consultants inscribe a lot of 
assumptions into drawings, calculations and documents. These scripts 
could be interesting to follow by building on the vocabulary presented by 
Madeleine Akrich and Bruno Latour (1992). Especially, when studying the 
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encounter between disciplinary fields of expertise. My work focuses on 
how professional building consultants negotiate design choices within 
renovation projects. During my fieldwork, I find science and technology 
studies really relevant, because building consultants everyday work 
situations are packed with technologies and artefacts. The construction is 
a very conservative industry and there are a lot of ‘taken for granted’ facts 
that are counterproductive. Opening up these facts and artefacts by 
looking at the making of them, would, hopefully, give a more reflected 
work routines.  
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