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This paper is a summary of the 'A Turn To Ontology?' workshop at the Saïd 
Business School, University of Oxford, on 25th June. It was written in preparation 
for the roundtable on this topic at this year's 4S / EASST meeting in Rotterdam, and 
consequently the intention was to gather together what seemed to be some of the 
key ideas which emerged at the workshop, as an quick overview for those who 
were unable to attend in June but would like to come to the roundtable. By 
necessity much is missing here, so we would encourage readers to continue on to 
the workshop webpage – http://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/events/A+Turn+to+Ontology.htm 
– where the original and unabridged papers can be found. 

'Ontology', Michael Lynch argues, is an 'elevator word' (Hacking 1999) in 
need of deflating. Rather than turning "sociological questions into ontological 
ones" (Woolgar et al. 2008: §26), therefore, Lynch proposes something 
approaching the reverse: that 'ontology' is turned into a topic for empirical study. To 
do this, a programme of 'ontography' is suggested, modeled on Peter Dear's 
'epistemography' (Dear 2001) and Lynch's own 'ethigraphy' (Lynch 2001).
The suffix '-graphy' is used by Lynch and Dear to suggest something more than is 
attempted by investigations using the common prefixes 'ethno-', 'social' and 
'sociology of'. An epistemography, for example, is not simply an investigation of 
"folk theories of knowledge" or worldviews, but includes historically and culturally 
specific knowledge practices such as Foucauldian mechanisms for rendering 
things and people knowable, calculable, classifiable and administrable. Lynch's 
'ethigraphy', similarly, is concerned with studying the conditions under which, and 
the practices through which, a given domain becomes 'ethical'.

However, Lynch notes, it is not at all clear how one would delineate a 
potential domain for an ontography: "Can a particular category, estimate, or 
measure of what is in the world be separated from the practical, conceptual, and 
political means through which it is established?" As a solution, Latour's (2004) 
distinction between 'matters of fact' and 'matters of concern' is enrolled, with the 
latter being a topic for ontography. How is it, Lynch asks, that something becomes a 
matter of concern? Taking as an example a U.S. Supreme Court split decision, he 
argues that disputes about what counts as a matter of concern have repercussions, 
and that empirical investigations into these disputes – ontographies – would 
provide STS with a fertile alternative to the by-now-unsurprising debunking of 
matters of fact.

Building on this, Mariam Fraser, in her commentary, explores how the 
philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead can illuminate the processes through which a 
matter of fact is turned into a matter of concern. Paul Roth, by contrast, is unsure of 
whether one can mark out such a distinction at all, and is disquieted by what he 
sees as Lynch's aspirations to disinterestedness, with its associated (and 
problematically intact) fact/value distinction. Instead, Roth argues, STS ought to 
focus on the processes and consequences of classification – in particular how 



some things get classified as objective knowledge about humans – and that such 
understanding might lead to "a way of liberating featherless bipeds from systems of 
classification to which they have become mindlessly bound." 

* * * * *

Noortje Marres enters the ontology debate with a thought-provoking paper 
on green living experiments and the current enthusiasm for object-centred or 
materially informed accounts of the social. She notes, for example, how the role of 
artefacts now feature prominently in STS tales about the enactment of ethics, 
politics, power, etc. Socio-material entanglements have become almost standard 
units of analysis in this regard, as a means of creating aesthetically ʻricherʼ 
understandings of practices, organisations and societies. She argues, however, 
that sociologists of science and technology have tended to treat the entanglement 
of human and non-human entities as subtle, ʻalternativeʼ forms of involvement, as 
something taking place out of the ʻlimelightʼ across society, and thus requiring a 
sociological articulation to become known. Green living experiments, on the other 
hand – people blogging about their everyday experiences with ʻgreenʼ lifestyles 
and technologies such as water tanks, kettles, and ʻsmart metersʼ – serve as an 
empirical device with which to question this assumption and suggest novel ways of 
theorising concepts such as ʻentanglementʼ, ʻinvolvementʼ and public participation. 
As such, green living experiments turn material entanglement into an object of 
publicity, thereby opening up new possibilities for civic engagement and other 
forms of sociality with an emphasis on attachment and experimentation. 

Andy Stirlingʼs comments on the paper contend that Marresʼ focus on the 
role of ʻobjectsʼ represents a fruitful way of mitigating the contrasting meanings of 
ʻontologyʼ (indeed, in Marresʼ paper, ontology is mentioned only once in the text 
and once in a footnote.) Stirlingʼs remarks could thus be read as an attempt to dig 
out and explicate some of the ontological claims made by Marres, with reference to 
the questions posed in the provocation piece by Woolgar et al. He does so by 
sketching out two distinctive senses of the term ontology; one has to do with a 
transcendent conceptualisation of ʻrealityʼ (“existential”), whereas the other is about 
the enactment of objects by subjects (“experiental”). Using this heuristic framework, 
Stirling interrogates Marresʼ ontological positioning of green living experiments, 
which he sees as predominantly ʻexperiental.ʼ He suggests, for example, to talk of a 
ʻmoveʼ to ontology rather than a ʻturn,ʼ as the latter concept implies a certain level of 
external dynamism, which cannot be reduced to internal, experiental ontological 
commitments. Secondly, Stirling challenges the juxtaposition of green living 
experiments with the (experiental) ontological notion of ʻentanglementʼ, arguing 
that other forms of public involvement, e.g. citizenʼs juries, technology assessment 
and conferences, may also be seen as ʻexperimentsʼ.  He thus concludes that 
“there is limited value in counterposing what Noortje [Marres] refers to as 
“information-based and discursive forms of public participation” with ostensibly 
more object-centred performances of ʻentanglement in publicʼ. 

Balmer structures his comments around the setting of the social experiment, 
raising a host of issues pertaining to the multi-facetted nature of the notion of 
experimentation. Following the provocation piece, Balmer urges STS scholars to 
attend not so much to what things are but instead to how claims about them are 
made, contested and sustained. More specifically, he calls into question the way in 



which different forms of experimentation gain or lose credibility and how this relates 
to (dis)entanglement.

* * * * *

Arie Rip discusses the notion of ontology in relation to technology by arguing 
that artefacts are “prospective configurations”; i.e. they embody the prospects of a 
world in which they can function optimally. Building on actor-network versions of 
STS, he reflects on how the idea of prospective ontology allows us to reach a better 
understanding of the making of an artefact and of a moral order around it. 
Technologies, Rip says, are ʻanticipations-in-actionʼ which render particular 
trajectories of development possible. They can be constitutive of a social order in 
virtue of their materiality (e.g. Latourʼs iconic example of the hotel key), or through 
the particular reading that is made available to users. In other words, artefacts can 
be seen as ʻtextsʼ (Grint and Woolgar 1997). 

This is how Rip introduces the notion of “material narrative”. He argues that 
an artefact is a material story which shapes the perception and use that readers 
make of it, “just as gradients in a landscape (say hills and valleys) shape the 
movements of people and other mobiles which traverse the landscape”. For 
example, travellers through Robert Mosesʼ bridge ʻreadʼ it differently depending on 
the transportation mode they choose and the sociotechnical ensemble that results 
from that combination of humans and materials. Thus, a (white) car driver 
experiences a different reading of the bridge than a (black) bus rider. They 
deconstruct and reconstruct the design of the bridge as they use it, thus allowing for 
an alternative ʻwritingʼ of the text of the technology. Engineers, Rip concludes, 
configure users through a particular writing of the technology, but the reading that 
users subsequently make remains unpredictable and messy.  “Ontology cannot be 
other than prospective. There is always further reading/writing”. 

Geoff Cooper strikes a few points of doubt at this assertion. For example, he 
asks whether material narratives speak for themselves or need a narrator to bring 
them into existence. He is also unable to identify the ways in which the idea that 
material narratives are constantly read and written can inform the turn to ontology. 
“If narratives”, he says, “are open to, perhaps constituted by, interpretation, 
contestation, translation etc, what is gained by this particular version of the turn to 
ontology (cf Woolgar et al. [2008])?”.

Rip partially addresses these concerns in the context of nano and noumenal 
technologies, which offer a domain where prospective ontologies are particularly 
manifested. Indeed, ʻinvisibilityʼ creates uncertainty about what is happening ʻdown 
thereʼ for readers and writers alike. Thus, “materials and components [of nano 
products] do their work …while their agency cannot be traced, or not completely”. 
The effects of invisible technologies cannot be linked back to a single source, but 
are rather embedded in practices of interaction, modulation and projection. In other 
words, they are “political”. Rip identifies three ways in which politics interact with 
ontologies; first, the notion of ontological politics, that is the “struggle to [decide on] 
what is to count as “real”, legitimate elements of the world”; second, the idea that 
technology is a political artefact (e.g. Mosesʼ bridge); and third, the issue of control 
returns, that is the messiness that characterise unruly technologies where 
accountability relations are never settled. Political ontology, Rip concludes, is 
integral to prospective ontology and thus call for a reflexive approach which looks 



into the ongoing performance of ʻreadingʼ and ʻwritingʼ technology. 

* * * * *

The 4S / EASST roundtable – "A Turn to Ontology in STS? – Ambivalence, 
Multiplicity and Deferral" – takes place in Room M3-15 at 12:30 - 13:30 on Friday 
22 August. The June workshop provocation piece, papers and discussants 
remarks, and additional comments by Annemarie Mol and John Law, can be found 
at http://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/events/A+Turn+to+Ontology.htm
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