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The	  problem
• How	  best	  to	  govern	  the	  welfare	  state?
• How	  should	  governance	  be	  done?

• Formal	  approaches	  (NPM	  and	  “evidence	  based”	  
analyses)	  do	  not	  deliver

• Reliance	  upon	  “objective”	  measures	  can	  be	  
misleading

• Quick	  fixes	  do	  not	  work
• Formal	  models	  of	  governance	  can	  make	  things	  more	  
complicated,	  not	  less

• Eg performance	  targets	  for	  A&E	  departments



Need	  for	  a	  new	  approach
• Need	  for	  new	  sensibilities	  for	  understanding	  governance	  
• Look	  at	  how	  governance	  is	  actually	  done,	  in	  everyday	  practice

• Science	  and	  technology	  studies	  (STS)	  shows	  that	  over	  reliance	  
on	  formal	  models	  can	  have	  negative	  consequences

• Eg discovery	  of	  pulsars
• Eg laboratory	  construction	  of	  scientific	  facts

• Need	  to	  study	  how	  science	  is	  done	  in	  practice,	  not	  how	  
philosophers	  tell	  us	  it	  should	  be	  done

• Science	  succeeds	  despite	  the	  rules	  of	  scientific	  procedure,	  not	  
because	  of	  them	  
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Technologies	  contain	  politics
• What	  seems	  like	  a	  neutral	  tool	  in	  fact	  
embodies	  politics:	  a	  series	  of	  choices,	  
decisions,	  positions	  and	  interests
• This	  is	  politics	  you	  can’t	  avoid!	  -‐ politics	  
with	  a	  small	  p,	  not	  party	  politics
• The	  politics	  are	  not	  obvious,	  except	  in	  
case	  of	  disaster	  or	  controversy



Eg Nimitz	  highway	  collapse	  1989
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Eg Moses’	  bridges	  on	  Long	  Island

2015-‐10-‐06 10



• The	  problem
• Technologies	  contain	  politics
• Certainty	  trough
• Mundane	  governance

Lessons	  from	  
mundane	  governance



The	  Certainty	  Trough
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The	  certainty	  trough
• Confidence	  in	  accuracy	  of	  ICBMs	  varies/is	  socially	  
distributed

• Confidence	  in	  any	  cultural	  artefact	  (rulebook,	  
guidelines,	  targets,	  procedures)	  is	  socially	  
distributed

• Important	  to	  identify	  where	  different	  parties	  sit	  
along	  the	  curve

• Different	  parties	  have	  a	  whole	  range	  of	  different	  
interests,	  values,	  concerns
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Increasing	  regulation	  and	  control	  in	  relation	  to	  
everyday	  objects	  and	  ordinary	  technologies
• Recycling	  and	  waste
• Traffic:	  speed	  cameras,	  parking,	  traffic	  lights
• Passenger	  movement	  and	  security	  in	  airports

Mundane	  governance



Public	  concern	  about	  mundane	  
governance

• Fines	  for	  “inappropriate”	  recycling
• Newly	  issued	  wheelie	  bins	  contain	  microchips
• Speed	  cameras	  generate	  excessive	  income	  for	  the	  
police

• Courses	  for	  re-‐educating	  speeding	  drivers
• Schadenfreude	  over	  failures	  of	  traffic	  control
• ID	  cards	  with	  biometric	  data	  infringe	  civil	  liberties
• Extraordinary	  airport	  security	  measures	  in	  response	  
to	  threat	  of	  terrorists	  attacks:	  the	  liquid	  rules
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Passage	  through	  the	  
airport	  of	  objects	  and	  
their	  persons

Governance	  of	  passenger	  
management	  and	  
security:	  monitoring	  and	  
assessing	  the	  object-‐
person	  relation	  

Mundane	  terror:	  ordinary	  
objects	  possess	  
potentially	  extraordinary	  
properties

Airport	  security



August	  2006:	  EU	  wide	  change	  in	  security	  
rules	  about	  carry	  on	  liquids	  



Is	  this	  good	  governance?	  
Who	  is	  going	  to	  read	  and	  
learn	  these	  detailed	  
instructions?

Typology	  of	  liquids	  
enacts	  the	  “responsible	  
traveller”…	  “with	  
nothing	  to	  hide”

Passengers	  are	  generally	  
compliant,	  but	  don’t	  
understand	  the	  rules	  



Takeaway	  messages
• Over	  reliance	  on	  formal	  models	  is	  misleading	  at	  best	  	  
• New	  approach	  needed
• Science	  and	  Technology	  Studies	  (STS)	  suggest	  focus	  on	  

everyday	  governance,	  in	  practice
– How	  in	  practice	  is	  governance	   actually	  done?
– What	  choices	  and	  assumptions	   are	  embedded	   in	  “objective”	  

measures?

• Deploy	  STS	  ethnographers	  as	  part	  of	  governance	  team,	  
embedded	  in	  everyday	  practice
– A	  fresh	  pair	  of	  eyes
– An	  aid	  to	  sluggish	  imagination
– Test	  out	  in	  specific	   regions	  and	  municipalities



steve.woolgar@liu.se


