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Dis-inviting the Unruly Public

Stevienna de Saille, University of Sheffield

As Welsh and Wynne (2013) have argubére seems to be a paradox in policy
approaches to public involvement in technoscientific issues. Policy efforts to include
the public in meaningful diogue have been accompanied by a simultaneous anxiety
about untrustworthy publics. Social moverhactors, in particular, are seen by
policymakers as ‘anti-scientific’ and ashaeat to national ecmmic progress. To
counter engagement by this ‘uninvited' pubilhe state has imposed increasing levels
of control.

One explanation is that, despite a gehehn#t to more req@rocal models of
governance, policymakers’ response tolputesistance -- whether to new technology
or to new social policiesis still rooted in a deficit model. Protesters are
characterised as ignorant and irrational, even when tlgeinments (particularly in the
area of climate change) rety scientific evidence. Public engagement events are
therefore designed to supply technical infation so that the puib ‘can make better
choices’, but without offering meaningful opportunities for imaémtion in policies
already pre-determined by consultatiomhwnore powerful stakeholders within
agendas for economic growth. Thus, asviitmy (2014) argues, engagement becomes
the performance through which a deficitsafentific legitimacy is addressed by
invoking a specific political imaginary of ‘theublic’ as the bendfiary of science.

Jasanoff and Kim (2009: 120) ded a ‘sociotechnical imaginary’ as the ‘collectively
imagined forms of social life and sociaber reflected in the gggn and fulfilment of
nation-specific scientificrad/or technological projects.’lthough they use the term in

a nation-building context, it is also applitalat the level of the European Union, as
operationalised through the Lisbon Treaty, which set out a socio-technical imaginary
of the EU as ‘the most dynamic and competitive knowledge economy in the world’
(EC 2005). This was to be achievedotigh the creation of a well-funded common
knowledge market which could attract priz@ivestment to bridge the gap between
excellent science and bringing innovative gaqaroducts and senés to the market

to meet the ‘grand challengdscing the world today.

More recently, this has been accompanied by a discussion of Responsible Research
and Innovation. Through Horizon 2020, RRI se&kdirect public research funding
towards technologies meant to serve theblic good’ (von Schomberg 2014), and to
include the public and its largely noeehnical concerns in the governance of

emerging technologies through upstream geg#nt. As a vision for democratic
governance of technoscience, RRI could @eceptualised as more than a discourse

or a science policy framework. On nationaladl as European levels, it is quickly
emerging as a powerful technoscientific imaginary for scientists, industry, academics,
enlightened policymakers and informed s to work together to shape innovation
towards socially desirable goals (Owen et al. 2012).



In addition to asking how ‘the publitias been normatively imagined by the
European Commission with regard to whoiiss not invited teengage, it is worth
considering which ‘forms of social lifend social order’ are advanced by the EU’s
new sociotechnical imaginary of responsiinlieovation, and howhis corresponds to
those forms seen in public imaginaries of scee In what follows, | will discuss these
guestions with reference to Welsh and Wynne’s (2013: 546) call for ‘a turn to
participant-action research to reconfigure 8TS relationship with SMS in ways that
are also meaningful to activists’. Thisadysis draws on my present research with a
UK group of activists who are wrestlingttv similar questions of democratic
governance of science and technology.

Scientific or political legitimacy?

Although the Eurobarometer is a problematgtrument for indicéing public opinion
(Eden 2014), the recent poll on Responsitdsearch and Innovation (Eurobarometer
2013) does show some clear trends. €rmgoport the principles behind RRI and
undermine the prevalent view that the publitsts neither science nor scientists.

According to this poll, 66% of Europesifeel that publicly-funded scientists
(university and government) are in fact the lupstlified to explaimot just scientific
facts, but also the ‘impact of scientibad technological developments on society'.
An overwhelming 82% believe that scientists behave mainly (35%) or at least
somewhat (47%) responsililyterms of paying attemn to the impact of their
activities, while 9% felt they mostlgid not, and only 2% not at all.

Conversely, very few thought either poliins (4%) or government representatives
(6%) were qualified to explain the impactssofence. Perhaps stanstructive here

is the fact that both of these numbersenhalved since 2010. As regards government
officials acting responsibly about impacaémost half (49%) the respondents felt that
they either did not really (38), or did not at all (16%).

Despite a general belief in the benefigrapact of sciencéaveraging about 66%

across the different questions askedgdanumbers were also concerned that
technology was moving too fast (62%), that it could have harmful side effects (74%)
and that there was signifidagiual-use potential for terists (77%). There was a

strong belief that a commitment to ethicslaights would guarantee that technology
met public expectation (70%), that the Bhbuld address thehétal risks of new
technologies (74%) and promderopean ethical values to the world (80%), and that
European funding should not go to third ctrigs for research on technologies that

are banned in the EU (74%).

It appears, therefore,dhthe public’s unease is less about science and technology
than about the political inadequacy of its governance. As Nowotny (2014) argues, this
may be a failure of the political establishmemadequately grasp the nature of public
concern. But it may also reflect what stadls STS’s black-boxing of policymakers’
engagement with science, a problemachtalso characterises approaches to
technological protest movements witl8ocial Movement Studies (SMS).

Consequently, the STS scholarship which peovided much of the basis of a shift



from deficit to ‘more democratic’ formsf governance tends teinforce separation
of these two academic fields.

This may open up questions of the collecpeitical imaginaries embedded within
RRI's innovation-driven frameworks, éluding competing iterpretations of
‘democracy’ which shape the consultatarehitecture within which RRI will be
carried out. For the most part, consultatias followed the representative model in
which civil society organisations (CSOs) are invited to represent ‘the public’. This
can include non-governmental organisatii&Os) representing activist counter-
publics, along with more traditional CSOs such as trade unions, churches, and civic
organisations. However, invitan is generally limited téormal organisations with
hierarchical management structures, funditrgams, and spokespeople versed in the
rules of elite political engagement. Geally excluded are gssroots organisations
representing local issues, ioternational street-level movements such as Occupy,
Uncut or Frack Off. Such publics — e.gredit action protestordloggers, alternative
journalists, etc. — wisto engage with sciena their own terms, and therefore
become enrolled in state imaginariegtes ‘unruly public’ whose unpredictable
response must be contained.

The concept ‘unruly public’ helps to cisrhow SMS might help investigate the
paradox posed by Welsh and Wynne, nantiedy state-supported moves towards
greater inclusion of ‘thpublic’ in technoscientific dgsion-making is occurring
simultaneously with efforts to subject ‘united’ publics to evegreater measures of
state control (2013: 541). Although the temas general relevance, it also has a
central role within a neoliberal sociotectaliimaginary, and has not been adequately
explored as a type of publtiscussed within STS. As | suggest here, the ‘unruly
public’ effectively functions within thessociotechnical-political imaginaries to
disinvite some, while simultaneously appeartogencourage pacipation of the

whole.

Imaginaries of and from an unruly, disinvited public

Writing on the right-wing Cato Institute’s blog, former intelligence analyst Martin
Gurri (2014) has claimed that the explosadnnformation available via the internet
has created ‘a new voice: that of thead®ur, of the educated non-elites, of a
disaffected and unruly publidt is true that the internet has reconfigured the elite’s
ability to restrict access to informaticemd has created new platforms for discussion
(albeit some with a very low signal-to-seiratio), and new adles of surveillance
(both by and of the political classes). Mdeheless, educated non-elites have been
vocalising their disaffection at least sethe student uprisings of the 1960s. More
interesting is the deep unease which Gup®st reveals about how our increasingly
complex world looks from the top-down vage point of the elite, which perceives
unruly, bottom-up forms of knowledge pra&tias threatening thority’s ‘monopoly’
and the 'pleasure’ of an ‘I-talk-you-listen’ mode of information.

This unruly public must be somehow eggéd in order to legitimate science and
political decision-making, particularly at Hevel. It has been implicated by STS in
the early ‘I-talk-you-listen phase’ of publimderstanding of science, through to the
more open concepts of lay expertse two-way public engagement — albeit



according to rules set by the engag&Ve should analyse this disinvitation,
whereby a public response is rejectdten diverging from expectations. This
rejection happens through various mearts, @ismissing dissent dsrational’, or
vetting questions so that the most cotiters cannot be asked, or screening out
participants with prior opions as ‘biased’, as wedls suppressing protest.

Likewise unruliness can take many forrfrem using open-ended answer boxes in
public surveys to critique the underlyingsamptions, to physically obstructing the
proceedings. It can also take the forngathering, developing, and disseminating
knowledge about technoscience to and fraaitiple sources, including activist
scientists, and asking what democratic control of technoscience might look like from
the ground up. To address this questi@raw on preliminary data from a

participatory ethnography that | am currentlydertaking as part of the Leverhulme
Trust Research Programnmiaking Science Public.

As a social movement orgaaition, the group in my projeist presently in a period of
emergence, having been partially shaped by monthly meetings which eventually led to
a four-day national gathering in spring 20({Phe gathering and its organising group
have been asked not to be nam&dipng knowledge derived from the various
interests and campaigns with which the ipgrénts are involved, the gathering aimed
to develop an analysis tife politics of technology infomed by the present economic
crisis. Attendees ranged from concernedrgists, to ‘ordinay’ people who simply
wanted to ‘know more’ (in the words séveral interviewees), to those who are
presently engaged in the forms of diraction and symbolic protest more commonly
associated with the wordctivist’. A loose network isow coalescing around the idea
of ‘theorising’ as a form of political &ion, illustrating some of the difficulties of
reconciling SMS with a grassroots activism which is intellectually radical (as in
attempting to articulate a from-the-reot-imagining of the global political
economy), but not focussed on physical mobilisation.

This group is still in the process of detéming its own self-definition, as well as the
terms and focus of its engagemenaa®llective entity which uses knowledge

derived from STS literature to ground issistance to normative assumptions about
science as unbiased, neutral facts. Although often dismissed as 'anti-technological’,
the more accurate description might be ‘technosceptic’, i.e. questioning the grandiose
claims made on behalf of technologicalefs. In general, the group attempts to

develop public knowledge about the inted@md unintended s@l, psychological

and environmental impact of systerajgtake of controveral technologies.

My participant observation has so far sugge#iteele things: Firsthat a sophisticated
discourse around technoscience based upon iatgoee with constrctivist analyses
from STS exists within, but also beyond tgieup. This is the ‘diffuse collectivity’
(Oliver 1989) of concerned individualshe frequently attend Science Cafes and
similar public engagement or outreach eveasswell as those who organise informal
reading/discussion groups for themsel\bile they would like to better understand
the scientific basis of the ment trajectory of researcthey are also hungry for the
kinds of knowledge possessed by those who of us who study technoscience, rather
than do or regulate it.



Second, while some members perceive thérasas actively 'disinvited', i.e., as
discouraged from submitting responsepublic consultations through requirements
for technical language, others with simitgrinions had been able to submit written
responses according to the rules dictatmvever, all professed a deep scepticism
about value of such efforts, which alemctioned as a passive disinvitation to
participate in a process which, even winem-technical discussion is allowed, was
largely seen as going through the motions meglior legitimacy, rather than actively
taking the public's comens into account.

Third, only the few activist;wolved with NGOs haddard the term ‘responsible
innovation', suggesting this discourse hasyetfiltered down to the general public.
When asked what they thought ‘responsihbl®vation’ might mean, the responses
included ‘ordinary people having the opportyrib have input, maybe even some
measure of control about the rate at ahiechnological development proceeds’ (non-
activist); the ‘potential to say no’ (NGO); the advice that ‘multiple viewpoints are
needed to give you information you never even knew existed’ (grassroots); and that
innovation should not be ‘so risk avetbat something of genuine benefit to
humanity gets drowned in bureaucracy... [imatshould always ask] are you actually
solving a real problem...or is it only a prebi in the terms of, we have a problem
we're not making enough money’ (grassroots).

This collectively imagined form of social life and social orderfact, corresponds
closely with formulations of respongghinnovation put forward by some early
proponents. They have calléor genuine responsivendssdemocratic governance
processes and investigating motivation, as well as positive and negative impact
beyond technical risk (Stilgast al., 2013), and ensuringatipublicly funded research
results in public goods which are aimedalving problems beyond jobs and growth
(von Schomberg 2014).

RRI asa new sociotechnical imaginary?

The series of projects commissioned undeddst call of Framework Programme 7
and the first of its successor (Horizon 2020) shows that the future imagined by RRI
itself is changing. It was originally degmed as both processd outcome geared
towards socially acceptable technologiegt¢®ffe 2011). More recently, the newly-
launched RRI Tools projecheisions RRI as the creatiai a European ‘community

of practice’, which will explicitly invohe CSOs and individual citizens in the
governance of innovation (RRI Tools 201Hdpwever, the production of inclusive
governance for the purposes of promotingpansible innovation will depend on also
listening to ‘unruly’ publics and thenexpected questions they may ask.

As Wynne (1992) argued long ago, public msges to science may be determined by
public trust in scientists. Howevexrgcording to the recent Eurobarometer on
Responsible Research and Innovation, disfrustientists may no longer be the key
problem, if it ever truly wasRather, the figures suggest alarming distrust in the
political establishment to honestlyramunicate the scientific basis of its
technological decision-makg, or to use the availabkcience to make good

decisions, particularly about the sociatiaethical implications of technoscientific
innovation, despite being vehemently toussdfor the public good’. The results seem



to suggest that it is indeed policynea&, not scientists, who need to employ
‘technologies of humility’ (Jasanoff 2008hich can systematically make sense of
the knowledge and skills @on-qualified citizen#n order to betteincorporate the
valid concerns of the unruly pubilicto the decision-making process.

| have suggested an addition to Welskd &V/ynne’s distinctiotetween invited and
uninvited publics, namely thelisinvited public’. This may be more accurately
described as an ‘unruly’ public whose Bteince on engaging with science on its own
terms is vehemently discouraged byipanakers, variously complicating or
supporting the sociotechnical imaginary ofspensible innovation’. However, it is
also a public which is not only receptive to, but deeply engaged with, ideas from STS
as the basis for creating its own sociotechhimaginaries of another possible world.
While it is not always useful for socialisntists to become involved in the messy
field of social movements, it is still pobt to listen to the concerns of the unruly
public in developing our own research, aondeek meaningful ways in which to
make our knowledge accessible and useftihése who are keen to engage in public
debate.
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