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Abstract

The recently constituted association stsing offers
scholars a new platform to “do” STS in and through
Germany (therefore the wording stsing). Specific
about this platform is its creative and open under-
standing of collaboration on the one hand and criti-
cal reflection of national, international, institutional,
and intergenerational challenges of STS research on
the other. Germany’s specific funding and institu-
tional structure is of central importance to stsing. At
the same time, stsing is responding to the interna-
tionally integrated practices of STS. It addresses the
frictions between local bureaucracies and hierarchies
as well as global doings and (self-)understandings of
STS. We briefly unfold the (hi)story of stsing : a pro-
cess of negotiating imaginaries, institutional settings,
conflicts and mutual recognition. The challenge is to
open spaces and account for the heterogeneous people
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and disciplines engaged with the ideas, methodologies
and politics of STS. stsing experiments with configur-
ing infrastructures and organisational policies to sup-
port transnationally and interdisciplinarily oriented
STS research practice. This experimentation works
across generations and encounters troubles between
and within generations of STS.

1 Introduction

Infrastructuring STS is a situated endeavour – re-
gional and historically grown structures matter. This
paper presents reflections on the process of establish-
ing the newly founded association “stsing”. stsing
offers scholars and non-academics a new platform to
collaborate and organize STS. On the one hand, sts-
ing is a formal association (“Verein”) according to
German law. On the other hand lies at its heart
the desire to experiment with organizational struc-
tures, e. g. German academic stiffness, methods and
concept binaries, and neoliberal career logics. This
requires creativity in finding an organizational form
that operates in partial connection with the academic
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structures at hand (which many of us are a part of).
stsing proposes a case for the situated efforts to or-

ganize transnational STS while staying attached and
responsive to a local academic system. To tell of this
case, this paper engages in three modes. It narrates
the German academic context that we react to in es-
tablishing stsing, describes how we build stsing in a
way that is sensitive to, and critical of, this context
and accounts for our commitment to experimentation
and critique.

Building transnational STS must be attentive to
local differences such as specific funding precarities
and academic working conditions. Furthermore, it
must take into account that STS multiplies on the
ground of academic everyday practices: depending
on disciplinary boundaries, historically grown inter-
ests, constellations of funding programs, etc. Locally,
STS becomes more than one. The specific national
conditions of STS matter – and counterintuitively,
the national conditions do not deterministically gen-
erate singular and coherent effects – but also frictions
and troubles, especially for a community facilitating
transnational collaboration.

We proceed in the following steps. In section 2, we
plausibilise our claim that doing STS is also shaped
by national contexts and structures. We proceed in
section 3 by describing the German academic system.
In section 4, we tell stories of the state and history
of STS in Germany (without being able to account
for its full complexity and multiplicity). In reaction,
with section 5, we spell out key critiques of the pat-
terns of STS in Germany. Finally, in section 6, we
elaborate on how we attempt(ed) to infrastructure
STS differently within stsing – and point to some of
the troubles we are currently facing while doing so.

2 Doing STS

Doing research on and with science and technology,
including teaching efforts and third mission collabo-
rations, is socially and materially shaped. Key to this
are organisations and regulations, i.e. structures, or
weaker forms of co-structuring agency. The academic
system is socially embedded, can be context-driven
and shaped. Governments and public authorities set

important framework conditions for research topics
and collaboration modes, also in terms of inter- and
transnational connectivity. National and legal con-
texts matter, we have to draw on them, but we can
also try flexing them. We know that these structures
can be shaped. That they have to be challenged.

To plausibilise our claim that doing STS is also
shaped by national contexts and structures, consider
two brief examples: North America has a long tra-
dition of critical ecological research, which is also
critical of official data. Yet during the Trump ad-
ministration, scholars from the social sciences and
the STS context in particular assembled to “rescue”
the data on environmental bads in the US context.
The Environmental Data & Governance Initiative
(EDGI) was formed (Vera et al. 2019). The main
focus here is on the Ministry of the Environment,
with its multi-layered divisions and internal hierar-
chies that are not always transparent. Apart from
being cautious and taking care of data, EDGI wants
to do more: it works on prototyping new organiza-
tional structures and practices for distributed, collec-
tive, effective work rooted in justice. This is impres-
sive. From this collective, we can learn to be sensitive
to national context, explore how to carefully work
with official data and legal structures while working
toward a practice of transnational solidarity.

Let’s move to a second example, from the UK, and
much more thematically focused. Drawing on the
spread of particular scientific knowledge in the pub-
lic realm through production-consumption networks,
the Nanodialogues “Demos” group aims to engage
with the issue of nanotechnology. It organizes pub-
lic events and wants to rethink democracy through
experiments (cf. https://www.demos.co.uk). Nan-
odialogues is a discussion platform co-initiated by the
government, but primarily led by the sciences, with
additional critical monitoring by Demos. The topic
of nanotechnology has intransparent consequences, so
it is important to look at consequences from different
perspectives and to make the performance of knowl-
edge cultures visible, whilst being reflexive of how
STS is enrolled in national and local nanotechnology
agendas (cf. Joly and Kaufmann 2008). This is last
not least an effort to transform institutions, to con-
sider contexts that matter, linking everyday practices
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with new politics.
Both brief illustrations, the EDGI and the Demos

group case, show how the engagement with science
and technology is shaped by local and national con-
texts, although both can be related to transnational
and global dynamics. We suggest there is much to
learn from such cases regarding how we perceive and
conceptualise STS as conducted within national and
transnational scopes. National conditions play a role,
but what role do they play in the German case?

3 Academic practice within the
German Academic System

Next we address how the national conditions of an
academic system can shape research. This section
zooms in on Germany, the country in which the au-
thors of this text are experimenting with organising
STS infrastructures. We show that the academic
funding system, common academic career paths and
the role of professorships are important national in-
frastructures. Showing this system provides the
ground for exploring in subsequent sections how our
experience of this system and the position of STS in
it informs the organizational form of stsing and its
transnational orientation.

3.1 Germany’s academic funding sys-
tem

About 30 % of Germany’s universities are funded di-
rectly by the federal and state public sector. The
remaining 70 % are third-party funds from different
German ministries, the European Union, namely the
European Research Council, German companies and
more than 5,000 foundations. The German Research
Foundation (DFG) is the biggest third-party funder
in Germany. Its purpose is to fund “Grundlagen-
forschung” or “scientific fundamental research” in a
specific subject area (a disciplined field), accompa-
nied by a reviewing process within that subject area
(Research in Germany 2021).

Available funding sections are for instance “So-
cial and Cultural Anthropology, Non-European Cul-
tures, Jewish Studies and Religious Studies”, and

“Social Science” including “Sociological Theory” and
“Empirical Social Research” (DFG 2021a). The
DFG understands its categorising of funding sections
(Fachkollegien) as interdisciplinary, the range of these
interdisciplinary intersections, however, is quite nar-
row from the point of view of a range of interdisci-
plinary fields, such as sustainability studies, gender
studies, postcolonial studies and other “studies” ar-
eas, including STS. DFG’s decision-making is excep-
tional (in international comparison), with direct con-
sequences for the availability and definition of these
subjects.

DFG defines 49 subject areas, 12 for the social sci-
ences and humanities. A subject area’s review board
is elected by postdoctoral academic staff of German
research institutions. However, the candidates can
only be scholars who are legally positioned as con-
ducting independent research (primarily referring to
professors, excluding, for instance, postdocs), and
these candidates can be nominated by members (i.e.
higher education institutions, etc.; but not by indi-
vidual scholars).

DFG is governed by the research institutions them-
selves, rather than a ministry or corporations. The
research institutions – including universities, scien-
tific associations and non-university research institu-
tions – form an assembly that “democratically” gov-
erns the funding body (DFG 2021b). These institu-
tions have to be accredited by DFG, most universi-
ties of applied sciences (HAW) are therefore excluded
from this funding opportunity which makes interdis-
ciplinary research in the broader sense even more dif-
ficult (DFG 2021c).

3.2 Academic careers in Germany

What needs to change is the scholarly es-
tablishment itself. [. . . ] Lone wolves, the
constant willingness to work and the result-
ing overload, the over-identification with the
activity itself, the dissolution of temporal
boundaries, the requirement for spatial flex-
ibility and mobility, the law on temporary
scientific contracts, the almost exclusively
fixed-term contracts, the feudal system of
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chairs and professorships, all these are fac-
tors that are not a prerequisite for good sci-
ence. (Funke 2021, translation by authors)

The German academic system is special because it
combines free-market competition (get funding and
publish, stupid!) with a feudalistic structure. Facul-
ties or institutes are typically organized into a few
chairs, each held by tenured professors. The in-
stitutional structure and division in chairs – rather
than departments – provides obstacles to distribut-
ing power or collectively sharing decision-making.
Within a given chair, this may also lead to research
closely linked to the interests and expertise of the
chair and not so much representing the field as a
whole (Waaijer 2015: 49). With professors having
teaching responsibilities of 8-16 hours/week and ad-
ditional administrative tasks and committee services
to fulfil, the majority of research – and teaching – in
fact, rests on the shoulders of non-tenured faculty.

Besides being the major workforce of research and
teaching in German academia, 50 % of early career
researchers (pre- and postdoctoral) are employed on
contracts termed shorter than one year; and in the
social science and humanities, 50 % of this group
of researchers are employed part-time (GEW 2015;
Schneijderberg and Götze 2020). In the default sys-
tem, no permanent positions exist for German early
career researchers (Laudel 2017). This leads to non-
tenured faculty chasing for contracts across the coun-
try and changing institutions and residency regularly.
This becomes even more precarious for those with
limited working permissions for whom the termina-
tion of a contract equals the termination of their res-
idency permit.

The academic system’s language signals its power
relations. Traditionally, PhD supervisors are called
“Doktormutter” or “Doktorvater”; doctoral “par-
ents” to a “child-researcher”. Non-tenured academic
staff, early career researchers, often in their thirties
or early forties, are referred to as “wissenschaftlicher
Nachwuchs”, literally “academic offspring”, which
modalises this group as not yet fully qualified for
grown-up independent and self-guided research and
teaching (cf. FRIAS 2021).

The national legal structure of the academic sys-

tem does a lot of work in establishing pressure, caus-
ing mental and physical health problems in early ca-
reer researchers (cf. Brasanac et al. 2021). Early ca-
reer researchers, including PhD students and post-
docs, are considered to be in their “qualification”
phase. You get a job at the university where ful-
filling this qualification is part of the job description.
Yet due to this clause, you can only be employed for a
limited amount of time (typically up to 6 years after
a PhD degree). Qualification has a deadline, and as a
result, almost every job at the university is based on a
fixed contract. You can get or join third-party funded
projects (which may also include qualification, just
for the sake of it), which are limited by nature. As a
result, the majority of academic researchers (> 92 %)
are employed precariously (i.e. no medium long term
job security). Social movements criticise this injus-
tice, and scientists are protesting with creative means
(Bahr et al. 2021). On of the interview partners of
Peacock (2016) conducting research in Germany il-
lustrates the trouble:

The whole pressure is on the intermedi-
ate tier [postdocs, research group leaders].
Three to six years after completing your
(doctoral) degree, you are expected to en-
ter this intermediate tier. But up to ten
years after completing your degree, you are
expected to no longer be there. Because if
you do get stuck there, there are legal issues
and the MPI [the institution] has to take
you on as a permanent employee which is
not going to happen.

Protest against this situation so far has been only
mildly successful in our opinion. In short, the general
situation does not make academia the most desiring
workplace. Internationally competitive researchers
either are moving abroad to (seemingly) better con-
ditions elsewhere or are leaving academia altogether.

3.3 On demands on professors in Ger-
many

Although career patterns are increasingly interna-
tionalised, career systems still are highly embedded
into the specific national context (Finkelstein 2014).
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To be appointed a chair or professorship in Germany,
applicants must show their ability to represent their
field in its width and depth. Besides the necessity
to hold a doctorate and a habilitation (the “sec-
ond” book, or an “equivalent” achievement, like be-
ing granted an approximately one million EUR [1.2
million USD] grant for a small research group) this
usually includes proving excellence in an entire disci-
pline and at two of its subfields (Färber and Riedler
2016:122-125). Professorship positions are often an-
nounced as “successors” of retiring professors, which
means that to be successful, it is helpful to work in
similar areas and with similar theories as the retiring
professor, which introduces a conservative trajectory
in the development of the professorship.

Given the above-mentioned pattern of temporary
positions for non-professorial academic staff, plan-
ning in the long-term – including for teaching, study
programmes and strategic research foci – makes it
attractive to appoint professors who complement the
other professorships, but also to ensure the other pro-
fessorships are not overloaden with tasks in the long
term. Any new appointment needs to be strategically
considered concerning how it can take on responsibili-
ties to develop and represent the institute’s discipline.
If a chair is given to a novel field, even one coming sus-
ceptibly with forms of critical politics (gender, post-
colonial, dis/ability studies, STS. . . ), then the insti-
tute risks losing the professorship for its relatively
conservative discipline.

The default job framework for a professorship is
the “Beamtentum”, a form of hiring professors as
public servants, which is a form widespread in Eu-
rope (Bleiklie and Michelsen 2008). Practically,
professors-as-“Beamte” in Germany cannot be fired
by the state as they are not workers, and in return,
the professors cannot go on strike and are bound in
a relationship of fidelity to the state and the German
people. The individual professor in this sense embod-
ies the chair that serves the people. The responsibil-
ity of the individual professor is for the chair, which
includes its staff and resources. Maximising research
and teaching performance in the short term can then
be translated by the chair into a labour structure in
which postdoc scholars are hired for a year only (to
be flexible over time) or only at 50 % of a full-time

employee (as to employ in parallel two 50 % workers
who each individually is structurally conditioned to
work at a maximum anyway).

In view of these remarks, we conclude that consid-
ering the local context and conditions of the academic
system is important to understand how transnation-
alization efforts and inter-generational relations are
locally configured. In the following we narrow the
scope by showing how STS is tied in with local speci-
ficities in Germany, resulting in more than one STS.

4 Stories of Patterns of STS,
aka, Wissenschafts- und
Technikforschung, in Ger-
many

Several attempts at writing the history of STS in
Germany currently unfold (e. g. Bruksch and Wag-
ner 2016), yet, in fact, there is no single narrative.
From the outset, consider that in Germany, too, STS
is associated with a range of disciplines (not lim-
ited to history, philosophy, sociology, social anthro-
pology). From our perspective, STS must be per-
ceived of as multiple, emerging form and being en-
twined with regional disciplinary peculiarities, and
historically grown concept-methodological controver-
sies. This section mobilises a multiplicity of narrating
STS in Germany, as found in introductions and in the
margins of scholarly material that we, the authors,
associate with STS. Subsequently, how this charac-
terisation of STS is shaped in specific German ways,
will be addressed.

Lengersdorf and Wieser (2014) present STS in Ger-
many as strongly influenced by the discipline of so-
ciology. According to them, “for a long time” “insti-
tutionalist, differentiation- and system-theoretical as
well as technology assessment approaches have been
dominating” (4). One key centre in German social
studies of science and technology was Bielefeld Uni-
versity until it was dismantled in 2012. Its key propo-
nent Peter Weingart draws on a Mertonian approach
(cf. Weingart 2010), whilst following also some con-
structivist leads. However, by way of embracing Mer-
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tonian institutionalist analysis, this dominant branch
of German STS implicitly positioned itself against
SSK and the strong programme (cf. Potthast 2010:91;
Kehl and Mathar 2014:111).

Resonating with the institutionalist-functionalist
approach, German policy has been treating research
on the institutions of higher education as a distinct
field called “higher education research” (for instance
by targeted funding through the Federal ministry of
education and research, BMBF, in their 2010 call
“Wissenschaftsökonomie” (BMBF 2010; cf. Paster-
nack 2015). From the perspective of this higher ed-
ucation research, science studies belong to its space,
but not technology studies (Winter 2014:38).

The sociology of technology is enacted as signifi-
cantly distinct from sociology of science, even though
both “special” sociologies are institutionally joined in
both the dominant German sociological association’s
(DGS) subunit for the sociology of science and tech-
nology and in the association for science and tech-
nology studies, GWTF, which was founded in 1987
(Strübing 2003:563). Lengersdorf and Hörning (2014)
reconstruct the emergence of a sociology of technol-
ogy in Germany. Their account foregrounds the de-
gree to which post-structuralist work has been op-
posed in German sociology of the 1980s. Latour’s
thinking was considered “exotic” (Lengersdorf and
Hörning 2014:10); and Luhmann’s system theory was
considered state of the art in German sociology, lead-
ing to countless comparative papers between Luh-
mann and Latour. From Hörning’s perspective, a so-
ciology of technology was soon embracing relational
and processual analytics, to study how technologies
were interactionally interpreted, assigned meanings
and also shaping the definition of what counts in sit-
uated action. However, this kind of analytics did not
resonate well with the institutionalist-functionalist
analytics, dominating the sociology of science.

The history of science and technology in Germany
consists of myriad organisations and associations –
Saatz and Wahrig (2017) list these across 19 pages,
and counts as relevant, too, GWTF. GWTF has held
a joint conference together with the association for
the history of science (GWG) back in 2011.

German social anthropology’s relation to STS is
discussed by Niewöhner et al. (2014). Their introduc-

tion presents social anthropologically inclined STS as
shaped by the international state of the art of praxeo-
graphic ethnography that is not particularly informed
by German scholarship. A group of Germany based
social anthropologists engaged in STS has been fore-
grounding that the existing STS networks in Ger-
many are not representative of scholars engaging
in international STS conversations (Niewöhner 2018;
Mewes 2019).

Technology assessment has been institutionalised
with an office at the German parliament, Bundestag
(TAB), since 1990, which is run by Karlsruhe Insti-
tute for Technology. However, the discussion leading
up to its foundation reaches back to the 1970s (TAB
2021). Whilst the formal political process took two
decades, politically engaged researchers have been or-
ganising overtly political analyses of science and tech-
nology since the 1970s, too (for instance the yearly
Women in Natural Science and Technology Congress
(FiNuT) dates back to 1977). The German associ-
ation for political science (DVPW) has by now also
set up its distinct working group on politics, science
and technology.

This sketch of STS indicates a pattern of a largely
disciplinary organisation of STS in terms of “classi-
cal” disciplines. It is not possible to do justice in
a few words to the more than a dozen organisations
that are currently committed to different STS-like
perspectives alone. As little as in this pattern is space
for institutionalising interdisciplinary STS research in
the long term, as little was in this pattern space for
significantly integrating the experience of conducting
STS research in the German Democratic Republic
(even though some of that was evaluated as being of
high quality, Schütze 1997). Yet, the distribution of
STS across disparate disciplinary (sub)fields can be
considered as securing a form of knowledge pluralism.

The formation of STS as an interdisciplinary field
in Germany was shaped by the foundation of GWTF
in 1987. In the narration by “Arbeitsstelle Kleine
Fächer” (2020), a first professorship for STS was ap-
pointed in 1994. And, in their account, the field has
grown swiftly recently, with, since the late 1990s, the
number of professorships having risen with currently
18 professorships across 14 universities as shown on
the map. Only a couple of years ago, the first STS
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Figure 1: Distribution of STS Professorships

MA and PhD programs were initiated (Mewes 2019).

The highly disciplinarily patterned STS in Ger-
many can be theoretically explained by the way pro-
fessorships and research funding are distributed. An
empirical indication of this link can be found in
Hörning’s account (Lengersdorf and Hörning 2014:
16): the national research funding organisation DFG
has reacted in the early 1980s to a perceived crisis
of the modern German society (increasing unemploy-
ment and stronger Asian, specifically Japanese, eco-
nomic competition). In reaction, DFG set up a fund-
ing scheme for social science research into technology.
In meetings for this scheme, it became clear that the
sociologies of industry and organisations were to con-
duct this research. That DFG scheme did not call for
interdisciplinary research.

A different form of political shaping of STS in Ger-
many is indicated in cases of transdisciplinary re-
search. Consider research into higher education: it

is set up and funded to conduct research that sup-
ports higher education policies and problem-solving
(Teichler 1996: 434-6).

This section plausibilises to understand STS in
Germany not as singular (subsequently also not in
transnational endeavours), but multiple and as lo-
cally enacted in varying disciplinary and concept-
methodological controversies. With this we articulate
a controversial and plural history of STS. Transna-
tionalization efforts must take into account this his-
toricity and multiplicity.

5 A critique of the German
academic system, and of STS
as it is organised in Germany

This section points to the problems of STS in Ger-
many so far – primarily developed in friction with
sociologically disciplined studies of science and tech-
nology. This section argues why something should
change, building on authors’ key experiences. The
subsequent section (6) then explains how we organ-
ised to enact and prefigure these changes.

5.1 Inter/Disciplinarity?

While US and EU funding schemes recognise STS
as a field, most national funding schemes in Eu-
rope do not include STS as a (trans)disciplinary cat-
egory. STS scholars are thus challenged to strate-
gically write funding applications that fit the disci-
plinary categories of the funding organisations; while
interdisciplinary STS research applications face disci-
plinary domination (Lengersdorf and Wieser 2014:4).
Colleagues also experience the need to underplay the
STS context of their work, as a certain hostility is ex-
perienced towards the field by some reviewers. How-
ever, other STS scholars are overly successful in ap-
plying for funding, which tends to indicate that these
challenges are not necessary deterministic obstacles.
A larger challenge appears to be that STS scholars
increasingly work in larger consortia with both so-
cial and technical or natural scientists. This turns
out to be a challenge when submitting applications
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to a disciplinary funding section since these tend to
be reluctant to fund scholars from other disciplinary
areas. There are currently debates in Germany about
whether establishing an STS funding category in the
largest national funding institution, DFG, is desir-
able and/or a meaningful strategic objective. If STS
was a recognised field, this might help STS applica-
tions to be assigned reviewers with an STS qualifi-
cation. However, one of the habitual roles of STS
in the academic landscape, to both interact with
and irritate disciplinary thinking, would likely be di-
minished. Some voices even fear that if STS is put
into an institutionalized box, it’s innovative and cre-
ative potential – which emerges from its marginal
position in friction with disciplines – may be risked.
Trans/Nationality?

As the (hi)stories of the studies of science and
technology in Germany above make clear, we per-
ceive a strong tradition for both sociological and po-
litical studies of science and technology. Generally,
the involved scholars are situated at German insti-
tutions and they draw strongly on German-speaking
literature. A call for a new organisation and a dif-
ferently infrastructured community emerged in re-
sponse to German STS scholars collaborating inter-
nationally. One of the internationally most acknowl-
edged German-speaking STS scholars is Karin Knorr-
Cetina from Austria, who in later years of her career
however oriented herself towards her US-American
collaborators rather than prioritising the integration
of her work into a German disciplinary context.

Maybe because of the strong German tradition
in social studies of science and technology, experts
in these traditions often reject internationally work-
ing STS scholars’ studies. Though the latter at-
tend to similar empirical phenomena as the former,
and with overlapping sensitivities, from the perspec-
tive of the German sociological and political studies
take on S&T, international STS scholars tend to (a)
draw on supposedly non-German, i.e., different, con-
cepts and (b) refer to different literature. Sometimes
social scientists in Germany also have reservations
about STS’s experimental (conceptual) language (a
phenomenon also recognised internationally, reminis-
cent of the “high church” vs. “low church” issue;
cf. Fuller 1997; Sismondo 2007). Internationally and

interdiscplinarily working STS scholars who become
acquainted with STS tend to be marginalised by clas-
sically disciplined German colleagues with the argu-
ment that there is a German tradition which they
should attend to (first). We perceive this argument as
a barrier to conducting inter- or even transnationally
oriented and interdisciplinary STS research. Due to
this opposition, internationally working STS scholars
in Germany increasingly felt the need to form their
own community, characterised by its international in-
fluences.

Forming a new, and an “own” community – sts-
ing – grew (also) out of practical circumstances. In
hindsight, however, it does seem symptomatic that
the first meeting towards founding stsing took place
outside of Germany, at the 2018 EASST meeting in
Lancaster (Niewöhner 2018). This provoked critiques
from colleagues who did not attend the meeting and
thus felt excluded. However, for the new STS commu-
nity emerging in Germany, EASST and 4S meetings
are probably where they meet their core networks,
also of German scholars. However, this criticism was
met by us with an open call for an organising meeting
in Kassel, Germany, which took place in early 2019
(Bogusz et al. 2019).

It is similarly interesting that these internationally
working STS scholars early on decided that English
should be their working language. This is to make
sure to integrate the non-German speaking STS col-
leagues in Germany, but it also underlines the under-
standing of the international English speaking schol-
arly community to be their main point of reference.
This also means that different Heroes and Heroines
are celebrated – and with them different discussion
cultures and different academic values. Even if this
is rarely meant as an explicit rejection of the German
tradition, it in practice comes to be perceived as such
regularly. A challenge for these internationally work-
ing STS scholars is to build bridges and passages be-
tween the German and German speaking traditions
and literature and the English language STS commu-
nity.
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5.2 Generations?

The relationship between versions of internationally
oriented STS and versions of STS enacted through
the classical German disciplines intersects with gen-
erational matters. The key issue is the question
of the reproduction of (inter)disciplinary traditions.
Two interrelated concepts of generation are at play
in this discussion. One concept refers to generations
of research (ideas, concepts, methods, methodologies,
disciplinarity), the other refers to generations of re-
searchers as embodied humans.

The framing of building bridges across these multi-
ple versions of the social studies of science and tech-
nology may intuitively invite a vision of a friendly
encounter between islands (for the islands metaphor,
see Jasanoff 2017). However, from the perspective of
a conservative discipline institutionalised at an insti-
tute, building bridges to a primarily internationally
oriented STS can also risk an invasion. A discipline’s
chair might get lost to “STS” when it is not appointed
to a proper, say, “sociologist” or “ethnologist”.

For an institute to hire a primarily internationally
oriented STS scholar as a professor therefore seems
unlikely. No generational shift is to be expected in
this respect. However, for already established clas-
sical professorships, hiring STS scholars as early ca-
reer researchers can be a form of rational and safe
bridge-building. Such a safe STS scholar can then
also be safely tasked to offer STS teaching in minors,
and majors (which we increasingly see in Germany),
without risking to generate demand for instituting
STS at programme level (which is still rare in Ger-
many). New generations of internationally and inter-
disciplinary oriented students of STS are, however,
unlikely to grow well under such a classically disci-
plined conditions.

Those early career researchers who are hired by es-
tablished disciplinary generations (and their profes-
sors) can offer STS taste and posture to well estab-
lished disciplinary processes; tacit as well as explicit
internationally oriented STS scholarship is mobilised
(cf. Collins 1974) to perform an engagement with
STS within the classical discipline (cf. Wiedmann et
al. 2020; Lippert 2020). However, as such early ca-
reer scholars are typically on temporary positions and

cannot be hired permanently (if they are not given
a professorship, an unlikely case), the scholar can-
not enact a generational shift of approach towards
an transnationally and interdiscplinarily oriented so-
cial study of science and technology.

The strategic problem then involves figuring out
ways of developing triple qualifications. Where Pot-
thast (2010:92) identified STS scholars in Germany as
coming with dual qualifications (in a discipline that is
studied and a discipline [in our case, the field of STS]
that provides methods, theories that are employed to
analyse the object), the early career researcher who
is oriented at international and interdisciplinary STS
scholarship has to enact a third qualification in a clas-
sical German discipline.

In short, given the described tensions between com-
peting versions of science and technology studies in
Germany, the vision of an intergenerational STS faces
the reproduction of a conservative disciplinary gen-
eration. In addition to the strategy of establishing
inter- (or even trans)national and interdisciplinary
STS professorships within the German academic sys-
tem, the issue of working conditions for young schol-
ars needs to be adressed.

In light of these critical analyses, we, the authors,
have worked to support the transnational and in-
terdisciplinary English-language STS community in
Germany. The stsing organization serves to crystal-
lize this investment.

6 stsing as a complementary
or interventive organisational
contribution

stsing is inspired by a grassroots democratic im-
pulse. This impulse grew out of the idea of creat-
ing around STS a nationally situated but interna-
tionally oriented academic community (Niewöhner,
Sørensen and Bogusz 2021). As a practical expres-
sion of its international orientation, stsing has de-
clared English to be its lingua franca, and several of
its bodies have committed to conducting texts and
conversations bilingually. However, given the hierar-
chical and sometimes quite conservative structure of
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German academia, coupled with the methodological
individualism of German association law, the imple-
mentation of such an impulse is certainly not without
friction (Tsing 2011). Nevertheless: stsing is a Ger-
man association and well over 70 % of its members
are employed in the German academic system. And
this is no coincidence. Rather, the point is precisely
to enact stsing not in opposition to the given struc-
tures, but in partial connection with them (Strath-
ern 1991). This implies constant troubles. Following
Donna Haraway (2016), we have decided to stay with
them.

6.1 Troubles in (not) being active
within stsing and vis-à-vis the le-
gal environment

stsing is a formal association according to German
law. This organizational form of the “Verein” allows
to side-step conventions in academia, e. g., it is not
limited to those with current contracts or enclosed for
specific disciplines, but also generates troubles for a
community with a commitment to experimentation
and alternative hierarchies. We report on some of
the frictions that lie within operating as a formal as-
sociation.

Signing documents in the context of establishing
and maintaining a German association is often not
only an isolated, official act but entails approaching
the person who signed every time something arises
that requires someone to be approached. Usually,
it is the officially elected board members or chairs
who have to sign legal documents and thus take on
increased responsibility. This brings with it certain
problems because, in order to counteract the inter-
generational power asymmetries at German universi-
ties, stsing has enshrined in its statutes that 3 of the
7 board members must be pre-doc early career re-
searchers. This creates an ethical dilemma: while
it seems important to soften hierarchies and rigid
structures and give those in precarious situations a
stronger voice in the long-term shaping of the Ger-
man academic landscape, it is also somewhat unethi-
cal to involve those in unpaid labour who are already
struggling with the pressures of fixed-term contracts

and the often conflicting demands during the PhD
phase.

We identify another friction – this time between
German association law and stsing ’s cosmopolitan
orientation. Law-in-practice means that certain of-
fices can only be held at all by people who either
have a German passport or a permanent visa. Un-
fortunately, though and despite an increasingly plu-
ralistic, cosmopolitan research landscape, permanent
visas are still anything but straightforward for people
working in the German academic system.

In general, it can be said that the default setting
anchored in German association culture is both na-
tionally oriented and individual-centred. It takes spe-
cial effort and awareness to subvert this culture. One
of stsing ’s concrete attempts to do this is not only
to be bi- or even multilingual and to promote (inter-
generational) equity in the form of a diverse board
and membership but also to challenge the traditional
role of the board in the first place. Instead of being
the centre or even the head, in stsing, the board is
to be understood as a kind of infrastructural service
unit (Helm, Kocksch and Sørensen 2021). This unit
ensures that the association can function as it needs,
so that the working groups, which are the real core,
can work well under a common roof.

stsing ’s working groups are its declared heart.
They run on a non-binding basis. Whether they are
active depends solely on who is currently filling them
with life. This, in turn, is not free of trouble ei-
ther, because it can lead to the start of a vicious cir-
cle if working groups are inactive. When this is the
case, the board is called upon to ensure that impor-
tant processes function. This can lead to even more
centralization of responsibility on the board (e. g.,
signing more documents, making decisions, being the
ones who know how processes work), and the work-
ing groups pull back. One of the driving questions in
the doing of stsing is therefore: How can the working
groups be strengthened and the board kept out of the
centre?

10



6.2 The case of the best practice
group

Of stsing ’s current nine more or less existing, more or
less active, working groups, one is the so-called “best
practice group”. This group is crucial for an initia-
tive like stsing. It engages, inter alia, with issues
of racism, sexism and colonialism (thus, the name
does not seek to refer to managerial discourses of
“best practice”). However, over the last year, the
best practice group has shrunk from eight to three
active members, one of whom is now also a mem-
ber of the board. Additionally, in its internal discus-
sion, it came to the conclusion, that the best practice
group should be formally elected first in order to in-
dicate clearly that the individuals working on such
fundamental issues for the association have a formal
mandate to do so. Nevertheless, in the meantime in
an organizational form like stsing ’s, there are impor-
tant tasks that need to be done by the best practice
group, such as drafting a code of conduct or propos-
ing an anti-discrimination paragraph for the statutes.
Without these foundations, the board must make de-
cisions on ethical issues either intuitively or on its
initiative. This concerns, for example, the choice of
the bank, the conditions under which membership
applications are rejected or members are excluded.

The current discussion of the 4S Council and the
withdrawal of some of its members is informative in
this regard (see the statements of Noortje Marres and
Anna Viseu about their resignment from the 4S coun-
cil, 2021). The 4S Council has also written a manual
driven by the conviction that some kind of “code of
conduct” is needed. stsing is attempting something
similar with the statute and the accompanying (pub-
lic) document explaining the motivations and discus-
sions behind the wording of the statute. However,
this document is still a work-in-progress and will re-
quire eager minds and hands to complete. Yet what
is such a document worth on its own? It must be
lived, it must be put into practice, and it must also
remain flexible and adaptable to situational require-
ments. How can such a thing work? Can a code be
flexible? Isn’t that a contradiction in terms?

There is another more operational question posed
by this process: Doesn’t the idea of formally and cen-

trally electing the members of the working groups in
certain cases like that of the best practice group spoil
the initial idea of the working groups being the self-
organized, rhizomatic heart of stsing? Or is it a prag-
matic and quite wise way of dealing with the prob-
lem that voluntary self-organization, while sometimes
producing the most fruitful results, is unpredictable
and in the end you never know in which direction it
will develop – whether it will simply dissolve. And
then what? Perhaps making ethically relevant deci-
sions spontaneously and from the gut is not such a
bad thing after all, as it speaks to the often rushed
and messy reality of non-universal, situated ethopoli-
tics (Ammicht Quinn 2015; Puig de la Bellacasa 2017;
Tronto 2012). Nonetheless, we feel we must care not
to make mistakes that are difficult to undo, leaving
stains or even scars.

6.3 Troubles of labour

Labour relations are not merely something that are
determined by the structure of the German academic
system, but these relations are also configured by
members of stsing who embody chairs, who take on
formal and practical responsibility for the support of
STS scholars. stsing has been joining up with other
associations in Germany in voicing protest against
unsustainable working conditions for early career re-
searchers (cf. Bahr et al. 2021). Beyond this critique
of the existing structures, our members have partial
agency in devising labour relations in situated teams,
work relations and dependencies.

Two sets of objectives are of interest. First, as
an association, stsing has to take an active role in
advocating for better work conditions and for futures
that are more reliable for non-tenured researchers. As
part of this, we have to act as a multi-sited network-
ing space for STS researchers to connect and making
their research and their interests being noticed. This
also includes the matter of transgenerational learn-
ing and solidarity. To prevent (or soften) frictions
between generations of researchers, or namely non-
tenured and tenured academics, we need to under-
stand the specific challenges and needs of both groups
and act as a united interest group in front of funding
bodies and institutions.
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Second, as a community, we need to address how
we prefigure the desired changes within our own
workspaces. Enacting solidarity among researchers
in different stages of their careers includes cutting
“family ties” that reproduce dependency (expressed
in the notions of “Doktorvater”) and find novel ways
of relating to (and speaking about) each other. It
also includes caring for good work conditions, full-
time employment, minimizing working overtime and
contracts allowing to finish the project, thesis, or ha-
bilitation. stsing has not yet established a code of
labour conduct that would demand such prefigura-
tive action by its members. The trouble is that stsing
wants to work transgenerationally but the different
generations (even within the internationally and in-
terdisciplinarily oriented STS scholarship) are also in-
terested parties in devising their chair’s labour struc-
ture, translating economic conditions of the chair into
STS labour.

After the critique, infrastructur-
ing in process

It is too early to draw major conclusions here. Ex-
cept perhaps that the idea of stsing as a grassroots
form of an organization depends on enough people
doing it. And if there are hang-ups, then we need to
stay flexible, deviate from our plans, act situationally.
That, too, is part of the idea and practice of stsing,
which calls for feedback loops inside its rhizomatic
structure. This way we can stay true to the reflexive
turn we embrace, yet staying alert to keeping stsing
as unbureaucratic and decentralized as possible.
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