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STS Matter(s

A Message from the Director:

Welcome to the inaugural edition of STS
Matter(s)! STS at UM has been flourishing;
we hope this newsletter gives you a taste of
the excitement.

Our graduate certificate program has
enrolled over 70 students since it began,
with applicant numbers increasing steadily
every year. Our community includes
historians, anthropologists, sociologists,
medical students, information scientists, and
many others. From Morocco to India, from
Europe to the Americas, their research spans
the globe and is funded by sources as diverse
as the National Science Foundation, the
Social Science Research Council, and the
Graham Sustainability Institute. This year’s
graduates are moving on to postdoctoral or
faculty positions at Dartmouth, Virginia Tech,
and Brown. And here’s some wonderful, late-
breaking news: our first alumnus, Clapperton
Mavhunga, was recently awarded tenure by
MIT’s STS program. His book began as a UM
dissertation in History and STS: Transient
Workspaces: Technologies of Everyday
Innovation in Zimbabwe (MIT Press 2014).

Our undergraduate minor is also thriving.
We draw students from across the
university, including Economics, Cognitive
Science, Sociology, Biochemistry, History,
Business, Public Policy, and Engineering. The
core course has grown thanks to Perrin
Selcer’s gifted teaching. This year, the class
hosted a dynamic round table on climate
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change — read about it, and two of our
students, on page 4.

We’ve also launched some new initiatives.
We now live-tweet the talks in our monthly
colloquium, and each week, program
members take turns tweeting STS-relevant
items that catch their fancy. Get a sense of
our intellectual diversity by following us
@MichiganSTS. In 2013-14 our graduate
students organized a mini-conference for
program members and the UM community
at large. It was such a success that we did it
again this year; details on page 3. Over the
last 18 months we’ve been developing a
vision for our future, with the hope of raising
funds for further expansion.

None of this would be possible without our
wonderful faculty, who volunteer their
energy, insights, and labor. This year we're
thrilled to welcome Silvia Lindtner to our
core faculty. Newly appointed at the School
of Information, Silvia works on hacker and
maker culture in China. We’ve also
welcomed several additions to our faculty
affiliates.

There’s more to report than we can fitin a
single newsletter. If you're reading the
electronic version of this, the links are live —
follow them to learn more about our
community!

Gabrielle Hecht, Director.
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Graduate Studies

Emily Merchant

Emily has just defended a dissertation that
explores the history of demography and
population politics from 1920 to 1984, a
period characterized by intense concern
about global population growth and efforts
to curb it. It draws upon computational,
archival, and oral methods of analysis.

STeMS Speaker Series

Emily investigates the science behind
population control theories and enterprises,
arguing that existing literatures “just
assumed in advance that there was science
showing that the population was growing
very quickly and that this was a problem.”
Emily begins her examination of new

theories of population growth in the 1920s, a

moment when the field of demography was
consolidated. She examines the production
of theories, population modeling, and the
implementation of these models and
theories, treating “demography as a science
that developed in the period of
decolonization to really manage this
geopolitical transition.” She also scrutinizes
the field’s antecedents, including eugenics
and vital statistics.

The digital component of Emily’s project

grew out of a previous research opportunity
at ICPSR (Inter- university Consortium

In the year 1996, highly-active
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for Political and Social Research), which
encouraged her to acquire intensive training in
quantitative methods of social research. Emily will
be joining Dartmouth College next year as a
postdoctoral fellow at the Neukom Institute, and
will continue to work on her exciting online open-
access digital humanities project, “A Digital Reading
of Twentieth-Century Demography,” which
incorporates techniques of topic modeling,
network analysis, and information visualization.

He situates his work at the intersection of
queer studies, science and technology
studies, and the history of sexuality. As a
Doctoral Candidate in the Department of
American Culture who is completing the
STS Graduate Certificate, Stephen eagerly
acknowledges the advantages that an STS
perspective has brought to the scope of
his work: “Moving into the STS space
opened up a whole new set of
interlocutors that has enriched my time
here at the U of M.” STS has also given
Stephen a “nuts and bolts” perspective on

antiretroviral therapies for HIV/AIDS (or
"HAART") were introduced, making HIV a
"chronic manageable illness" for most U.S.
patients. Stephen focuses on gay male
health after 1996, when gay men started
to experience new regimens of self care
administered and coordinated by the
state. He intends to explore how these
new health care policies and practices -
supported by the federal government and
administered by local grantees - affect the
way health care is delivered to gay male
populations. He also is interested in how
database technologies and IT
infrastructures affect these health care
services and the funding devoted to them.

material relations and knowledge
production in clinical spaces. While
Stephen relies heavily on queer studies for
vocabularies to describe changes in how
gay men have increasingly been addressed
on normative terms in political discourse
over the last 20 years, he uses STS
frameworks to explore how new
treatment regimens and norms are
administered on a day-to-day basis. His
dissertation will incorporate an
ethnographic component examining how
public health workers manage and
dispense healthcare knowledge and
techniques.
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The Matter(s) of STS
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Our second annual STS Mini-Conference
took place on Friday, March 20,
exemplifying the mixture of boldness,
rigor, and fun that characterize our
program, and bringing together over 80
graduate students and faculty from across
campus. From ‘Haraway Hagiography’ to
‘Logistics,” from West Africa to California,
and from the College of Architecture to
the Department of Anthropology,
presenters drew on a wide range of
methodologies, theoretical frameworks,
and material things to get to the heart of
recent scholarship in Science and
Technology Studies, and to contemplate
its future directions.

Lisa Nakamura helped us brainstorm ways
to make STS matters both public and
collaborative. She set the stage with her
keynote talk on FemTechNet, an online
network of scholars and students who
work on the intersection of feminism,
technology, and science in society.

Fusillades! Refiring the STS Canon

FemTechNet is a project motivated by
open access knowledge; it facilitates the
creation and circulation of free, publicly
accessible teaching materials.

The 'Stuff' of STS

Perhaps the most compelling feature of
the Matter(s) of STS involved less ‘talk’
and more ‘stuff.” Material things found
equal footing with more discursive affairs,
allowing participants to engage
concurrently and critically with both types
of matters. From Hello-Kitty cell phones to
toy cars, and from curtains of northwest
Madagascar to cement blocks and digital
recorders, materials were ‘black boxed’ for
conference participants to observe, listen
to, and touch. Participants made
conjectures about the design and use of
each item, and at the end of the event
contributors revealed the identities and
potential significance of the mysterious
objects.

A mid 20th-
century
pneumothorax
device,
designed to
deflate lungs in
order to treat
diseases like
tuberculosis.
Presented by
Joel Howell.

STS PechaKucha
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Jody Chou

Erin Dunne

Erin is currently a sophomore,
well on her way to a triple
major in History, International
Studies, and Cognitive Science
with a minor in STS, and
leaning towards a career in
law. After enrolling in a course
on ‘Deep Time,” which
explored the history of science
and the nature of scientific inquiry, Erin found herself
intrigued by STS. In high school, Erin served on the board
of a non-profit organization working on environmental
issues. “A lot of what attracted me to STS was its
interdisciplinary nature,” says Erin, but she’s also
“fascinated by... current political issues especially around
climate change.” Erin likes the STS core course “because
it’s not just focusing on one issue,” and adds that there is
“a lot of room for that discussion of ‘what is this issue,
why are we looking at this, and what are other narratives
that can be told about it’?” Erin astutely points out that
science doesn’t just make itself, which is why we need to
consider the political, social, and cultural forces behind
its making. Erin encourages other undergraduates to
apply for the STS minor, noting that interviewers often
ask her about her STS knowledge even in non-science
fields, and that being able to discuss “international issues
in the nuanced ways that STS provides... was incredible.”

Undergraduate Studies

STS Minor

The STS minor is open to all University of Michigan
undergraduates, regardless of prerequisites or major.
Please email sts.minor.advisor@umich.edu or
umsts@umich.edu for more information.

STS undergraduate studies director Anna Kirkland
was named an Arthur Thurnau professor this year in
honor of her teaching excellence.

1029 Tisch Hall | Ann Arbor | MI 48109

734-763-2066 |

umstscontact@umich.edu |
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