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Preface and
Acknowledgments

| LOCATE THIS BOOK in the context of dramatic change taking place in acade-
mic research. I see a huge shift underway that is making pedagogy the
model of and basis for research rather than the other way around. Stu-
dents are no longer empty vessels waiting to be filled but have become
highly developed theorists who have to be convinced. What I see happen-
ing among teachers is an increased emphasis on intervening in the dominant
images with which students work to make a difference in their lives. Good
teaching is becoming the cultural practice of fitting our knowledges to what
they already know, displacing some parts, reorganizing others, and convinc-
ing students in the process that accepting the offer will do them good. Good
research is becoming the cultural practice of formulating ideas and ways of
thinking that might intervene successfully in dominant images and ways of
thinking, thus helping people understand and deal with changing circum-
stances.

I see many researchers giving up on the dream of the academy someday
attaining a state of total knowledge or understanding—giving up on the
image that, inside the academy, we are all competing to attain that state
and, hence, there is little to distinguish knowledge production and dissemi-
nation from, say, war. What is beginning to emerge in its place is an image
of academic work in universities, colleges, and other sites of teaching and
learning as producing and maintaining a collection of knowledges, a multi-
plicity or plurality, each with its own cultural project. It is instructive, for
example, that the perceived value of high-energy physics has shifted from
the foundational to the cosmological, replaced by molecular biology, genet-
ics, as the field that asks foundational questions. Disciplines are becoming
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cultural projects that need not add up to a unified whole, nor dissolve away
either. I think we should celebrate this shift, for it makes the academy possi-
bly even more important than before as a culturally specified site for imagi-
nation. But this new academy is no longer just one thing. In academic work
that is a collection of cultural projects, there is still competition, there are
still standards. But the competition is increasingly to make a difference out-
side the academy. The pressure we are all feeling to demonstrate how the
work in our corners makes a difference is a healthy pressure. Some of this
is about jobs and economic development, but colleges and universities are
as complex as the arrays of cultural projects out there calling for new imagi-
nation. '

I suspect we will never live in the absence of dominant images, but
what I find encouraging and beautiful in the emergent images is an accep-
tance of differences and an expectation of change. Images that picture a uni-
versity as a collection of valuable knowledges expect the configurations of
these knowledges to shift and change as cultural projects come and go and
as the academy continually repositions itself in society. I find such an acad-
emy an attractive place to work and an important place to live.

I am hoping this book will call greater attention to the problem, prac-
tices, and pathways of intervention. Focusing on the dominant image of
technology, my analysis makes visible experiences of computer engineers
that do not fit the assumption that technology is an external force with
inherently positive effects. It seems more plausible to expect new technolo-
gies to generate new problems even when it provides helpful solutions. But
through what sorts of pathways might a theoretical innovation successfully
intervene in the dominant image of technology, displacing some parts, reor-
ganizing others, and convincing people in the process that the change will
do them good? The risks involved in making intervention a yardstick for
measuring research are great. When, for example, is an innovation likely to
be pushed aside as a celebration of the dominant image, as an entrenched
opponent, or as an irrelevance not worthy of mention? Despite many im-
portant theoretical innovations in interdisciplinary science and technology
studies, the dominant cultural images of both science and technology have
largely remained dominant. Furthermore, since every image makes some
things visible while hiding others, the dominance of an image in the sense
of its widespread use is not necessarily evidence of domination. When is liv-
ing with a new image better than living with the old one? This book joins
traditions of intervention from science and technology studies as yet another
attempt to find out.

Making visible in people’s experiences what dominant images hide has
been a common contribution of anthropological accounts. I count this study
among those that emphasize advancing new labels to help people imagine
how things might be otherwise without claiming to make authoritative pro-
nouncements of new realities. A main feature is to acknowledge the primacy
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of the peoples studied in formulating and enacting theoretical change, with
the ethnographer as critical participant. Perhaps avoiding the comforts of
resolute optimism or pessimism and elaborating practices of critical partici-
pation might increase the extent to which theoretical innovations do indeed
make a significant difference.

While I was discussing possible subtitles for this book with Bill Ger-
mano, vice president and director of publications at Routledge, we agreed
that “An Anthropologist among Computer Engineers” evoked images of
the arrogant, supposedly objective observer who presumed to plop him-
self (sic) down in the midst of a primitive people and straightforwardly
record their culture. Ever since James Clifford and George Marcus published
Writing Culture (University of California Press 1986), which made more visible
the agencies of writing in ethnographic practice, the objective observer has
been a difficult image to sustain. Yet as subsequent debates over ethnogra-
phy have affirmed, writing is also only part of the story. I suggested “An
Anthropologist Sits among Computer Engineers” with self-conscious irony,
using the canonical image to call attention to an attempt at an alternative. In
the first place, this subtitle literally describes what I did. Most of my work
involved sitting down because that is what computer engineers have to
do. Second, reporting the activity of sitting highlights the central argument
of the book: The dominant image of technology hides experiences that blur
the boundary between humans and machines. But third and most impor-
tant, the image of an anthropologist sitting among computer engineers il-
lustrates the larger point that the main authority and responsibility for
theoretical change lies beyond the researcher. In this sense, to extend Laura
Nader’s wonderful term, ethnographic researchers are always ‘studying up,’
yet with responsibilities and commitments similar to those in good peda-
gogy. What I am seeking here is an effort at critical participation.

Accordingly, this attempt to intervene in the dominant image of tech-
nology has depended upon gifts from many theorists, people who have
given me the benefit of their interpretations and who have imagined me and
my work in relation to their own. I would like to extend my thanks to the
dozens of people who talked to me about their experiences with CAD/CAM
technologies, both those quoted here and those who preferred their names
not be used. Those willing to be quoted include Darrell Early, Paul Gel-
hausen, David Gossard, David Grose, Sankar Jayaram, Uma Jayaram, Robert
Jones, James Parham, Steve Payne, Sandy Poliachik, Kim Repass Ceruti,
Donald Riley, Eric Schardt, Syed Shariq, Dalton Sherwood, Bob West, and
Sam Wilson. Special thanks to Arvid Myklebust, my host specialist through-
out the project, for his willingness to take a risk with me without knowing
where it would take us. I am gratified it brought us closer together.

Over the years I have learned that collegiality is far more than a purely
professional phenomenon. I wish to thank many colleagues who helped me
position pieces of this argument as it developed, including Madeline Akrich,
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Richard Badham, Frankie Bausch, Jonathan Benthall, Wiebe Bijker, Richard
Burian, Michel Callon, Amy Crumpton, Robbie Davis-Floyd, Arthur Don-
ovan, Michael Fischer, Diana Forsythe (1947-1997), Kim Fortun, Ellsworth
(Skip) Fuhrman, Mary-Jo Del Vecchio Good, Hugh Gusterson, Rob Hagen-
dijk, David Hakken, Donna Haraway, Deborah Heath, David Hess, Maarten
Heyboer, Japp Jelsma, Ron Johnston, Ann La Berge, Marianne de Laet, Bruno
Latour, John Law, Linda Layne, Bill Lynch, Michael Lynch, George Marcus,
Emily Martin, Kathryn Milun, Tom Misa, Fred Myers, Vinod Pavarala, Con-
stance Perin, Trevor Pinch, Livia Polanyi, Paul Rabinow, Rayna Rapp, Arie
Rip, Juan Rogers, Johan Schot, Adam Serchuk, William Snizek, Susan Leigh
Star, Dirk Stemerding, Alluquere Rosanne Stone, Barbara Tedlock, Dennis
Tedlock, Chris Toumey, Sharon Traweek, Steve Weiss, Robin Williams, Sarah
Williams, and Brian Wynne. In particular, I thank Joseph Dumit, Richard
Handler, and Juan Lucena for extended collaborations and exchanges that
have helped me think about selfhood in science and technology, the com-
plexities of theorizing and practicing intervention, and life in and around
work. I also want to acknowledge the dozens of graduate students and
hundreds of undergraduate students who have helped me theorize and
practice intervention in the dominant image of technology through their
reactions, insights, and experiences. I greatly appreciate the essential finan-
cial support I received from the National Science Foundation through grant
#DIR-8721941 and for the passionate career commitment of program direc-
tor Rachelle Hollander to ethics and value studies in science and technology.
I thank Bill Germano for locating this work on Routledge’s distinguished list
and for his priceless nuggets of wisdom and advice delivered rapid-fire and
with a style that makes conversations entertainment; Alexandria Giardino,
assistant editor, for choosing the copy editor—herselt—who produced a
greatly enhanced document by combining supreme attention to detail with
constant appreciation for the whole; Lai Moy, production editor, for waving
the conductor’s wand with patient and nurturing insistence to keep us all
moving forward happily and with the highest of standards; and Amy Lee,
product managert, for the hard, creative work of getting this book into your
hands. Thanks to Piyush Mathur for insightful and disciplined help prepar-
ing the index.

The infrastructures of intellectual work have many dimensions. For me,
this book is about hope. I want to thank family members who supported
my efforts even when my accounts of what I was up to deserved raised eye-
brows more than blanket endorsements. Thanks especially to my parents,
Anne and Clarence (1923-1987) Downey, and my siblings, Jim and Linda
Downey and Lynn and Dan Harris, for lifetimes of love and support.
Thanks to the extended Downey and Zeilfelder clans for consistent encour-
agement. Thanks to June Kramer, who accompanied me through intellec-
tual preparation in engineering and anthropology, and Susan Downey, who
saw me through introductions to STS and this research.
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Above all, I want to thank my partner and my four children. Jamie,
Megan, Michael, and Leah, each day with you brings surprising and gratify-
ing pleasures, showing me the supreme joys that come from just being
there. I love parenting the choreographer, the author, the artist, and the one
who is intensely alive. Marta, you shocked me with a level of trust [ had
never dreamed possible, teaching me how to be a healthy partner amidst
shared passion, responsibility, and fun. Since 1991 I have published as Gary
Lee as one small but public celebration of my permanent commitment to
you. This book is for all of you, whose love has made my hope worthwhile.



