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Technoscience – Episode 3 

Max Liboiron interviewed by Alison Kenner. Transcription by Teresa Hoard-Jackson. 

See: https://technoscience.zencast.website  

 

1 [0:00:00] Intro Music 

2 Timothy Neale  Welcome to Technoscience. Podcast recorded at 2019 Society for the Social Studies of 
Science Annual Meeting in New Orleans. Produced by Timothy Neale  

3 Laura Foster  and Laura Foster. This podcast is a new initiative to share the exciting work being done in 
Science and Technology Studies, or STS, with wider audiences who are curious about the field. It's here to 
offer an approachable way to learn more about interdisciplinarity and engaged field. 

4 Timothy Neale: Before we begin, we would like to acknowledge that this podcast was recorded on unceded 
Indigenous land. We recognize the first peoples of Louisiana including the Chitimacha tribe, Coushatta Tribe, 
the Jena Band of Choctaw Indians, and the Tunica-Biloxi Indian Tribe. 

5 Laura Foster: In this podcast series, you'll hear interviews with STS scholars about a range of issues including 
what the field means to them, some of its big debates, and what its future yet might be. 

6 I: Timothy Neale To quote the feminist philosopher Donna Haraway, "Technology is not neutral. We are 
inside what we make and it's inside of us. We're living in a world of connections and it matters which ones 
get made and unmade." 

7 R: Laura Foster With those guiding words, let's go to this episode's interview.  

8 Intro Music  

9 I: Ali Kenner [0:01:22] Hello. I'm Ali Kenner - Associate Professor of Politics and STS at Drexel University and 
I'm here with Max Liboiron - Associate Professor of Geography and the Associate Vice President of 
Indigenous Research at Memorial University. Um many thanks for making time for the 4S podcast project 
while uh you're here in New Orleans.   

10 R: Max Liboiron Mmmhmmm. 

11 I: Ali Kenner [0:01:45] And I just wanted to start off by saying that I'm particularly grateful for and benefit 
tremendously from all the work that you do with CLEAR which is uh the Civic Laboratory for Environmental 
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Action Research for those of you who are not familiar. Um and I've used tools from your method section, you 
know, your publications get used in my classes regularly, so thank you. 

12 R: Max Liboiron Do-do you use the lab book? 

13 I: Ali Kenner [0:02:10] I have not used the lab book yet. 

14 R: Max Liboiron [0:02:12]  Ohhhh. 

15 I: Ali Kenner But the How to Facilitate a Feminist- uh 

16 R: Max Liboiron [0:02:14]  That's in the lab book. 

17 I: Ali Kenner Oh. Is it? Ok. 

18 R: Max Liboiron [0:02:17]  Yes. 

19 I: Ali Kenner I should check out the lab book. 

20 R: Max Liboiron [0:02:18]  [Laughs] The lab book's really really long. And we've excerpted some things like 
"How to Run a Feminist Lab Meeting" um because maybe you don't want to know how to gut a fish. 

21 I: Ali Kenner [0:02:25] Right.  

22 R: Max Liboiron [0:02:28]  You know, [Laughs] which will probably circulate less. But yeah, "Running a 
Meeting" we've excerpted and put in other places too.  

23 I: Ali Kenner [0:02:33] Uh huh. 

24 R: Max Liboiron But yeah, it's all in the lab book. 

25 I: Ali Kenner I will have to--I will have to go to the lab book next. 

26 R: Max Liboiron We-we have a new section on how to do apologies, so... 

27 I: Ali Kenner [0:02:40] Ohhhh. 

28 R: Max Liboiron So when you screw up in your--in your uh collaborative cohorts. So...soon that'll be out 
[Laughs] considering we use it a lot.  

29 I: Ali Kenner [0:02:41] Yeah, I mean it's super useful. I mean, yeah...so thank you for that work and A Tale of 
Two Sandys too.  

30 [0:02:48] R: Max Liboiron Ohhhh.  

31 I: Ali Kenner Uh yeah. That gets assigned in my courses very often. 

32 R: Max Liboiron Ohh. An older but a gooder. 

33 I: Ali Kenner [0:02:50] Yeah yeah. [Laughs] Well, it's a great example of a white paper, right? That-that's 
informed by, you know, on-the-ground research with policy recommendations, so... 
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34 R: Max Liboiron [0:03:03] Cool. 

35 I: Ali Kenner It's-yeah. So thank you for-  

36 R: Max Liboiron [0:03:07] My pleasure.  

37 I: Ali Kenner For-for your great work. 

38 R: Max Liboiron [0:03:10] A bunch of PhD students wrote that.  

39 I: Ali Kenner [0:03:12] Yeah. Yeah. 

40 R: Max Liboiron Yeah. It was cool. 

41 I: Ali Kenner Talking about all of the academic work we do. Uh what do you think you'd be doing if you had 
not become an academic? 

42 R: Max Liboiron [0:03:16] [smacks lips] Well, I still sort of think about that. And I think about leaving 
academia, you know, every Tuesday. I don't know how usual this is, depends I think where you are, but uh 
I've only had one job for about six years. So as a-as a professor and then for one postdoc, otherwise I had 
multiple jobs. And so I'd be doing one of those things, so doing code, um selling knives door to door, uhhh 
being a bodyguard at...children's dance recitals. [Both laugh] Right? That's the varieties of things that I have 
skills in. 

43 I: Ali Kenner Yeah. 

44 R: Max Liboiron Ummm...if I were to quit academia now, I think it would be a little different. I always think 
about being a sanitation worker. Uh I don't know if I'd pass the physical, but I'm very interested in being a 
sanitation worker one day. And so, if this academia gi-gig didn't work out or if the cons start outweighing the 
pros, um then I'm sort of looking at being a sanitation worker or becoming an environmental con-consultant. 

45 I: Ali Kenner Um I really uh have gotten recently interested in santitation work. I did focus group with 
sanitation workers in Philadelphia earlier this-earlier this summer. And uh where would you be a sanitation 
worker? 

46 R: Max Liboiron [0:04:17] Wherever I lived. 

47 I: Ali Kenner [0:04:17] Wherever you lived? 

48 R: Max Liboiron [0:04:20] I mean the best garbage I think in the world is in New York City. 

49 I: Ali Kenner [0:04:22] Uh huh. 

50 R: Max Liboiron Or like maybe Pretzer, Brooklyn. But uh, I don't know that's also really intense work like 
there's a lot of-there's a lot of accidents and stuff that happen there and so...and San Francisco is too hilly. 
And you know?  

51 I: Ali Kenner [0:04:33] Yeah. Yeah. 
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52 R: Max Liboiron You know, it depends. But yeah. Yeah, sanitation worker. There's actually- you know Robin 
Nagle's work? 

53 I: Ali Kenner Yes! Yes! 

54 R: Max Liboiron [0:04:33] She was a sanitation worker as part of her anthropology, you know. And she had 
to pass the physicals and do all the work and was very adamant that she not take less, I mean she couldn't 
have taken less weight than other people, that would've been incredibly rude. They wouldn't have stood for 
it. But you know, she was...a-a lot of her knowledge comes from that work. Um plus I think you get really 
cool stuff- 

55 I: Ali Kenner [0:04:52] Yeah. 

56 R: Max Liboiron It's like video games. I don't follow the storyline. I just want to like get all of the stuff and 
hoard it. I think if I had a job that was that, then I would also be very happy. [Laughs] 

57 I: Ali Kenner [0:04:59] Yeah. Yeah. So...how did you come to science and technology studies exactly? 

58 R: Max Liboiron [0:05:04] Ummm... 

59 I: Ali Kenner [0:05:07] Or inexactly. 

60 R: Max Liboiron [0:05:08] We met a few times before I committed.  

61 I: Ali Kenner [0:05:11] Uh huh. 

62 R: Max Liboiron I don't even know if I'm committed. Uh so like in graduate school, I took a...feminist science 
class that was cool. I took a philosophy of science class that was weird. But I didn't really come back to it 
until...um I started doing more science-related stuff in my PhD; so I have a science background. I wanted to 
do science-type stuff in a media studies program. And so there's this thing called STS that let me articulate 
that as a real-life thing and so that's when I started calling myself an STS-er. I'm not parti-I'm not invested in 
disciplines as you may know. I started in biology. I dropped out. I went into art. I did that for a while. I took 
some cultural studies courses. I was like "this is all bullshit!" and then I went into-well I was supposed to go 
into cultu-or visual studies that program dissolved around me. [Laughs] I became a media studies scholar 
and started doing STS. Now, I'm a scientist. I was hired into the sociology department which I've left for the 
[Laughs] geography department. I don't care. Right? STS is handy, I'm not a disciplinarian and I don't care 
about maintaining uh disciplines very much. So...   

63 I: Ali Kenner [0:06:06] Hmmm. 

64 R: Max Liboiron Yeah. 

65 I: Ali Kenner And you see STS as a discipline? 

66 R: Max Liboiron [0:06:08] Yeah. I don't really care what a discipline is or versus a field or whatever. So I don't 
know. It-it can be a kingdom for all I care. It doesn't matter. 
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67 I: Ali Kenner [0:06:14] Yeah. 

68 R: Max Liboiron I'll move through it or not or whatever. 

69 I: Ali Kenner Um- 

70 R: Max Liboiron [0:06:18] I'm not invested in whatever it needs to do to maintain its edges. Right? So um, al-
also I don't think it's a monolith, so- and I'm-I'm not interested in trying to figure that out or not. 

71 I: Ali Kenner [0:06:26] I...have really uh uh uh kind of share your um perspective on this. Um and was, you 
know, trained in an interdisciplinary program. Um and it wasn't until I came to another institution, another 
u-university that I really got a sense of how important disciplines are for some people- 

72 R: Max Liboiron [0:06:35] Hmmmm. 

73 I: Ali Kenner [0:06:48] And the institution itself. Just kind of falls apart when-when trying to deal with 
interdisciplinary people and interdis- 

74 R: Max Liboiron Yeah. 

75 I: Ali Kenner [0:06:56] And interdisciplinary scholarship and students and... 

76 R: Max Liboiron [0:07:01] Yeah. So probably the time that I use STS and need to actually define it in any way 
is on grant applications for that exact reason. It's because I need to be legible very quickly to people who 
have things that I want and I don't have time to take them through the interdisciplinary merry-go-round. And 
so I say "discipline! This is what it is. This is when, you know, this is it's history. These are the big players. This 
is what it means. Here's (unintelligible) got an encyclopedia? Excellent. Please give me some money." 

77 I: Ali Kenner [0:07:20] Right. 

78 R: Max Liboiron And that's-that's what, you know, especially if I'm in a grant that-that where natural 
sciences and social sciences need to meet in a way that is articulate, that's what I can use.  

79 I: Ali Kenner [0:07:20] And so, oh beyond the-the grant context, how do you explain STS to people um- 

80 R: Max Liboiron [0:07:31] I don't need to. Honestly. [Laughs] So I sa-I saw the question, (unintelligible) "How 
do you explain STS to people?" And I was like I don't know if I ever have except literally on a grant or 
promotion and tenure application where I have to make something articulate and have edges. I teach a 
bunch of STS courses. They're not called STS, they're called whatever, but um my students are like "hey this 
is cool!" I'm like "hey! There's this thing called STS. Google it" [Laughs] and that's pretty much as 
determinate as I get. If I have to do more than that, I'll give it one or two sentences. And the one or two 
more sentences are something like "Oh. It's the social studies of science." [Laughs] If I need more, I'll say "Oh 
yeah. It's-it's a unique investment in looking at how power works in science and in knowledge production." 
That's all I need. If I'm talking to policy folks or scientists or whoever, they-they don't need to know that 
stuff, so we just talk about other stuff. 
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81 I: Ali Kenner So...for-for the contrast here, (unintelligible) because for me, uh I often get asked- what STS is 
and then to explain my work. So for the contrast, how do you explain your work?   [0:07:33]  

82 R: Max Liboiron Depends who I'm talking to. 

83 I: Ali Kenner Yeah. Right. 

84 R: Max Liboiron [0:08:33] Like totally right? 

85 I: Ali Kenner [0:08:36] Yeah. 

86 R: Max Liboiron [0:08:38] So, I hang in science and in social sciences and in humanities and in administration 
and in activism, um and sometimes those things are meddled but not actually that often. Um and so uh I've 
described the work I've done before as code switching or grifting where you sort of take on the language and 
the customs and the things of whatever group you're talking to, so you're legible and can circulate. So in 
administration, I talk about interdisciplinarity and innovation. [Laughs] If I was going to talk to a social 
science group, I would never use the word "innovation" ever which is a horrible world. Uh you know so, um 
sometimes I'll talk about that I do feminist and anticolonial science but not if I'm talking to scientists and I'll 
talk about like meeting the needs of-of rightholders and stakeholders which they're very keen on. Right? So-
so it depends on who I'm talking to and I don't-I don't think any of those are compromises. They are all true 
and it just depends who you're talking to and that's part of respect, also getting money not just respect 
[Laughs]. 

87 I: Ali Kenner [0:09:25] Right? Well, but I also think it's an STS move to you know, in part, to kind of know how 
to talk about your work or talk about the issue in relation to the person that you're-the people that you're 
talking with.  

88 R: Max Liboiron [0:09:39] Maybe. I don't see a ton of that from STS honestly.  

89 I: Ali Kenner Hmmm. 

90 R: Max Liboiron I see a ton of that from first-generation college students, folks of color, queer folks, right? I 
see them doing the code switching to help them move through different audiences and into different 
groups. Um I don't actually see them from academics. Academics who are first and foremost academics 
almost ever including but not limited to STS - but also scientists and other folks too.  

91 I: Ali Kenner [0:10:00] Right. 

92 R: Max Liboiron The-the fluency you need to actually figure out who you're talking to and go onside with 
them is not something that academia rewards actually um or is required or is taught. But if you're first-
generation, you're folks of color, you're...whatever - or especially if you're a person of color who passes, 
you're, I mean, those are the masters. Right? That's-that's where those lessons get taught. 

93 I: Ali Kenner [0:10:18] Okay so what's a significant debate... 

94 R: Max Liboiron [0:10:23] [Laughs] In this- 
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95 I: Ali Kenner In STS-  

96 [0:10:23] [Both laugh] 

97 R: Max Liboiron This thing that I- uhhhh 

98 I: Ali Kenner [0:10:25] [Laughs] That's influenced your work. 

99 R: Max Liboiron So uhhh I don't know if debate is the right term, but there's this thing going in Ind-
Indigenous STS right now and the-the debate or question might be best characterized as "what the fuck?" uh 
and I'm very invested in that debate. So, a lot of it is around like, okay so these things you're saying is normal 
about DNA or um belonging or using the word "kin" like it's a word on fire. And everyone and everything is 
kin, and everything is kin, and air is kin, and cats are kin, and dogs are kin, and Fred is kin. And you're like 
"okay. What the fuck?" [Laughs] Wha-what are you doing? You can't claim kin. Kin claims you. What-what 
are you? What? DNA what? (unintelligible) How did that- (unintelligible) That's a privilege. What? There's 
sort of this like- this-this questioning of like, "Who is your mom and how did she teach you?" Um and just 
basic intellectual and social pursuits um is one of my favorite parts of Indigenous STS right now um including 
critiques within STS like "hey! How about if you stop using...that as a-as a metaphor? Like uh agency or kin or 
something. It's not a metaphor. It's for real, right? Stop saying like the Earth is mother as a metaphor - like 
for real, you just stepped on her nose, like c'mon! You know like-like that sort of work. Um I'm really 
invested in it. It's a-it's a small debate, but people are increasingly listening to it. And it dovetails really nice 
with I think an ongoing conversation, feminist STS, which is how do you deal with accountability? And how 
do you deal with response-ability - both responsibility and the ability to respond when you have such 
incredibly uneven political terrains? How do you extend something without being paternalistic? How do you 
welcome something without welcoming them into violence? How do you have the capacity to do something 
when you're in the place of privilege? You know that sort of stuff. Those debates have been going on you 
know since the 70s. Um and they're continuing to go on in more and nuanced ways and I really like how 
those conversations are coming together. 

100 I: Ali Kenner [0:12:09] I see a lot of uh exchange between feminist STS and Indigenous STS, is that your 
perspective as well? 

101 R: Max Liboiron [0:12:19] Mmmhmmm. Yeah. Um I think-I think they're aligned really closely. I think a lot of 
the goals align and there's some really pretty important crossover folks - Michelle Murphy, uh Kim TallBear, 
right? Those are folks who are-who are definitely leading the way in both of those areas and it's-I don't think 
that's a coincidence. So yeah, so some of those conversations ar-are literally the same conversations. Um but 
I think otherwise they're-they can be very closely aligned. Uh they sometimes aren't. Um but I think they're 
sort of natural allies. 

102 I: Ali Kenner [0:12:46] So um you know, recently, I'm on the CLEAR website uh as I often am and your most 
recent post was on uh "How to Decolonize" or "The Problem of Decolonizing Your Syllabus." 

103 R: Max Liboiron [0:12:58] Yeah. 
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104 I: Ali Kenner Um tell me a little bit or tell all of us a little bit more. I mean... 

105 R: Max Liboiron [0:13:03] So this-this goes back to the Indigenous STS being like "what the fuck?" So 
"Decolonize Your Syllabus" and "Your Community," and "Your Shoelaces," and "Your Left Foot." Okay. What? 
No. What? What are you-what you are talking about? [Laughs] So there's really good work out there, right? 
Eve Tuck, Kate [Wayne] Yang being like "hey! Decolonization means one thing and it's the repatriation of 
Indigenous land and life." Straight up. And if you start conflating those with other goods, you take the teeth 
out of decolonization and you forget that we are talking about colonization, the benefits of colonialization. 
Otherwise, you're talking about a nice place to be, or civil-you know, other-other forms of good which are 
also important but you can't conflate them. Because if nothing happens to land, then you haven't touched 
colonialization. And you've actually just found another- If you decolonize your syllabus and you think that's a 
total form of decolonialization, then you have just left land in place and your access to land in place. And a 
lot of moves I see when people say that they are decolonizing their syllabus, they're actually talking a 
different type of good called inclusion - which is that they're including more Indigenous folks on their 
syllabus. And while that's a form of goodness potentially, sometimes it's not, right? Sometimes you invite 
Indigenous voices into a classroom where the students and the teacher can't handle them and potentially 
damage happens. That's happened in my own classrooms before. But also, um it grants settler folks more 
access to Indigenous more things for settler goals which is actually colonialism. So- and that's nobody's 
intention, right? But that's how really really good colonialism is- sort of like capitalism. It's very good at 
eating things that was never meant for it to fill up its belly, right? So...the post that you're talking about is 
like "hey! I'm really glad that you're thinking about this! Hooray. Awesome. I'm not saying don't do it. I'm 
saying- how do you think you might do it?" The possible path that I can maybe point you towards is if you 
really do want to raise students to not reproduce colonialism and if you as a teacher do not want to 
reproduce colonialism, which means your access to Indigenous stuff for your goals - even if they're 
benevolent goals, think about you and your discipline benefit from colonialism and stop doing that. That's 
the only possible way I can see a syllabus playing a role in anticolonial and decolonial work. Otherwise, I 
really don't think you can decolonize a syllabus.  

106 I: Ali Kenner [0:15:11] Okay. So let me ask you-you, there is a limited number of hours in a day and in our 
lives, out of all of things you could've chosen to do you wrote that blog post, so what was the-what was 
the...(unintelligible)  

107 [Both Laugh] 

108 R: Max Liboiron Probably the fifety-seventh millionth request in my inbox to please give someone feedback 
on their decolonized--, right? There's-there's so many hours in the day except for I've spent so many hours in 
my day helping people with their 101s of this work. And so I was like, "you know what? I'm just going to put 
the 101s up on first my Twitter." It's my only tweet to ever go viral. Actually, that's not true. There's another 
one that happened about equity, diversity, and inclusion that was also telling people not to be- It was 
another "what the fuck?" sort of one. Yeah. So just being like "hey guys! Here's the 101." And people are like 
"oh my God! I love the 101." I'm like "okay great! good!" 
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109 I: Ali Kenner [0:15:59] Share it. 

110 R: Max Liboiron Yep. 

111 [Ali laughs] 

112 R: Max Liboiron Share it out. Do-do that- 

113 I: Ali Kenner [0:16:01] Yeah. Yeah. Pass it on. 

114 R: Max Liboiron [0:16:02] So when you say, I'm (unintelligible)- I'm doing something with my syllabus and 
I'm trying to be good and I don't know what kind. Awesome! That's a great place. That's a good- Cause those 
are the hard questions. I think there's a lot of reconciliation, truth in reconciliation, going on in syllabi which 
starting with-with truth, which you have to start with, which is like "how does my discipline benefit from 
colonialism?" That's imperative work before you move on to anything else. And if that's where we are, 
perfect! [Laughs] Cause that's where you start. That is an appropriate place to be. So...but let's just say that's 
where we are, don't be like "we've repatriated all the land with my syllabus!" No. I can't de-I can't decolonize 
a syllabus and this is my job. Only a few hours in the day, I spend all my hours of all my days doing that. And I 
can't do it with a syllabus, so, you know, some humility, some perspective, and sort of defining our work 
really clearly so that we know what we're up to and what we're not up to. That was longer than the tweet. 

115 I: Ali Kenner [0:16:47] And yeah, I'm really go-I'm really glad, so glad that we have that.  

116 R: Max Liboiron [0:16:55] Captured in sound? 

117 I: Ali Kenner In multiple media formats. 

118 [Both laugh] 

119 R: Max Liboiron There you go.  

120 I: Ali Kenner [0:17:00] Well thank you so much for joining us today to talk technoscience. 

121 R: Max Liboiron [0:17:05] My pleasure. Go STS! 

122 I: Ali Kenner [0:17:08] Whoo! 

123 [Both laugh] 

124 Outro music 

125 R: Laura Foster  

 


