











DISOBEDIENCE, NON-COMPLIANCE, RESISTANCE, & UNMAKING OF

"EVIL MEDIA" TECHNOLOGIES

28th of December 2018 with tweets from an online content
provider (or influencer or whatever we should call these self-
proclaimed actants) that called itself “the real peer review”.
Much can be understood from the name, and based on it I made
several assumptions. For example that the content provider fo-
cused on research of different kinds, as peer review is the ritual
or household work within science through which articles are
being vetted and assessed before they are published. This pro-
cess of peer review, despite its weaknesses, is acknowledged
as a safeguard of making reliable scientific communication.
The peer review process is usually not a topic that is discussed
explicitly among members of the public, but it is not a covert
practice either, that only the “real” scientists know about. The
name showed that the content provider was interested in dif-
ferent forms of science where the peer review process takes
place. To label oneself “the real” in regard to the peer review
system could either reveal the pomposity by which the content
provider regarded itself — or it could be seen as a critique and
a disappointment of the academic world's ignorance and disre-
gard for this very content provider. Whatever the motives for
the self-proclaimed title were, they were obscured to me.
First,
cized the article as it dealt with a topic that,

“the-real-peer-reviewer”  criti-
for the content provider, was too mundane.
Firstly, the idea that we shift from different
modalities when we move from biking into
walking, and that this form of intermodal-
ity is perhaps the most common one. Such
a conclusion should not require the work
Secondly, the detailed
description of the bicycle annoyed “the-

of four scholars.

real-peer-reviewer” as we, like many other
STS-scholars, took great detail and care in
explaining the various practices that are
involved in the process of maneuvering a
bicycle, un-boxing that which is otherwise
black-boxed. Thirdly, our ethnomethodo-
logically inspired account, where you try
to account for every tiny detail that the
order-producing actors have observable
for each other (and what they can take
to account as part of the production- and
recognition-work in making the situation
accountable), that is, what people did by the bike-rental sta-
tion, was portrayed as too detailed — as “stalking”.” Fourthly,
our presentation of the practices as visual comic strips annoyed
“the-real-peer-reviewer” as comic strips were not what it re-
garded as “real science”.
Primarily, the critique that “the-real-peer-reviewer” raised
was the discrepancy between the public expectation and per-
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ception of what science “is” and the nitty gritty less polished
work of actually doing science. Of course, this discrepancy
is even more apparent if you compare expectations of natural
science and the reality of social science, and on top of that
comparing the expectations of erkldren social science with the
reality of versthen social science. As such, the critique was
grounded in a naive conception and comparison of the pur-
pose and process of natural science with a sincere account of
the negotiation and rhetorical argumentation of understanding
phenomena in social science. The void was huge, of course,
and very simple to highlight — while missing everything in
between. Yet, I also had a good laugh at the expense of the
portrayal of our text. The review process, and our ambition of
turning every stone had led to some remarkable sentences that,
taken out of context, did not make much sense. For instance,
describing the sundering and suturing of hybrids that is part of
a long discussion in material culture and STS will for members
of the public appear as highly esoteric and strange. Likewise,

the keen detail on the banal and the mundane is for many mem-
bers of the public the clear opposite of what you expect from
the naive perception of “what science is”; a practice unveiling
the obscure, exotic and unattainable. Un-probable research and
the igNobel prize are a celebration of this discrepancy.

On its own, the comments from ‘“the-real-peer-reviewer”
were thought-provoking and reasonable — the members of the
public got a good laugh regarding something that they didn’t
understand and yet understood quite well — as it is with much
social science. However, when following the threads of this
critique and comedy — it quickly grew much darker and sinister
— evil media reared its ugly face. Because the aim was not to
question me or our research, or even an ambition to understand
urban mobility and how it could be improved by looking at the
mundane intermodalities taking place in the city. It was part
of the anti-scientific alt-right movement that questioned sci-
ence in general and that took any opportunity to make a straw-
man out of anything that remotely resembled the antagonists of
the Frankfurt school, which has been a target for the alt-right
movement ever since the Nazi power-grab in Germany in the
1930’s. Research in social science was, for example, described
as an activity for the mentally impaired, and we as authors were
either described as gender studies scholars or post-modernists
and Grievance Studies scholars. The “tweeters” and “re-tweet-
ers” were explicitly focusing on mocking our work and social
science specifically.

One of the first initial re-tweeters seems to have been RT —
formerly known as Russia Today, a Russian state-controlled
international news television network funded by the Russian
government. Interestingly, Russia was not seen as a contributor
in the geographical breakdown by Altmetrics being part of the
“unknown” territory. The thread was in the same day translated
into Swedish by the provider “fria tider”, an alt-right content
provider in Sweden. Most of these tweets were made the same
day on the 28th of December 2018. The following day, Heather
E Heying, a disgruntled evolutionary biology professor that
quit Evergreen State College in 2017 after conflicts with stu-
dents, and Hanif Bali, a then member of the Swedish parlia-
ment for the conservative party (Moderaterna), jumped into the
thread to mock the post-modern Swedish scientists, or what

Heying called Grievance Studies. The tweets and re-tweets all
contained a similar critique implying that the scientists of to-
day were strange and peculiar, and not to be taken seriously. By
the 30th of December 2018 most of the re-tweets died out even
though late responders continued into June 2019.

In the tweets, we, the researchers, were grouped into what-
ever straw man that the tweeters saw as degenerate. For Heath-
er E Heying we symbolized Grievance Studies, for Hanif Bali
post-modernists, and for “fria tider” we symbolized a waste of
government’s money that they themselves did not understand
or comprehended (in many ways a precursor of Elon Musk’s
efforts and the logics of DOGE). For RT we were part of the
deuteriation of the liberal western societies. Of course, we
were all of it and none of it, and it did not really matter. For
a brief moment our academic bubble was in the awareness of
another social media bubble that already ran its own agenda
and chased its own predefined monsters or straw-men that we
for that moment resembled. The ambition was to mock and
make fun of something that they didn’t understand and didn’t
care to understand — communication was entirely beside the
point. And after 48 hours that attention was over, and Hanif
Bali, Heather E Heying and the collective of alt-right instiga-
tors, Russian-propagandists and troll-factories chased other
wheels like stray-dogs after cars.

In many ways the rhetorics and expressions of the tweets
were made to make fun and belittle our research, and repre-

sented a way to highlight the different agendas that took place
in the same cesspool. The academics in Sweden (our French
colleagues did not experience the same attention, which I will
return to) symbolized something weak that could be made fun
of, and it reminded me of the belittling that the Swedish press
and the academic representatives displayed towards Bertil
Lundman in regard to his lectures in physical anthropology in
Uppsala in the 1960s. Lundman, whom Maria Bjérkman has
written an excellent article about, taught physical anthropol-
ogy in Uppsala, a course that was heavily criticized both in
the 1960s and 1970s for its despicable ideologies and pathetic
teachings.® Students visited the lecturers to mock him, and it
was seen as a course that you could take if you didn’t want to
study, but still get credits. He was seen as a remnant of theories
that were passé, and he had to revise his syllabus. He was al-
lowed to continue, but was never taken seriously. However, as
an associate professor from Uppsala, he was seen as a promi-
nent scientist in the circles of the alt-right movement that was
growing in the United States in the 1960s. Maybe mockery is
not such a strong weapon after all.

But after all, for us as researchers, these 15 minutes of fame
in the alt-right, Russian-propaganda social media swamp, was
remarkably un-remarkable — perhaps it would have passed us
by totally unnoticed if it wasn’t for the single email and the Alt-
metric database. I sometimes say that [ have been criticized by
Hanif Bali as a badge of honor even though I do not see myself
as a post-modernist either — as we never have been modern to
start with.” However, the Altmetric database revealed some dis-
crepancies that are much more problematic. In the social media
bog, academic discussion and engagement with the public cre-
ates far fewer tweets, threads and “data” than the alt-right and
Russian-propaganda cesspool creates in 48 hours. Quantifica-
tion does not delineate this difference — the algorithms do not
differentiate manure from gold — it is all equal. The paradox is
that our article was regarded as the most important contribution
in the journal due to 48 hours of mockery from a small, fringe,
but very active community. Or is it fringe any longer?

In a compositionist manifesto Bruno Latour reminds us that
we always have to keep two things in focus at all times.!* First
of all the matters in hand, the things that we are looking at and

trying to understand, but also the networks
that are behind the knowledges that we rely
on — together they provide us with the mat-
ter of concern. Social media, and systems
like Altmetric, can provide an insight into
the matters of concern that the alt-right
and Russian-propaganda had against our
article. The system showed the intercon-
nectedness of the alt-right movement in
the United States and its collaboration with
Russian-propaganda and troll factories,
but it also showed how interconnected the
Swedish alt-right movement is to this cess-
pool of social media. The absence of cri-
tique in France for the same article shows
that they (even though France also has its
fair share of illiberal communities) did not
participate in the same flow of disinforma-
tion.

Is media then evil or grey? Yes and no,
it is both evil and blessed — grey and color-
ful — but it will become both grey and evil

if we are naive and presume any level of neutrality. We always
have to try to make better matters of concern by trying to pro-
vide more sincere understandings of reality, including nature
and the society of associations. But we also have to keep track
of the networks that express them. Is the alt-right movement
and the Russian-propaganda machine really “members of the
public” as Altmetric claims, or do they have an ulterior motive?
I do think so, but I also think that the Russian-propaganda, as
well as the alt-right movement, would like to portray them-
selves as “members of the public”. As Altmetric greys down
their brown ambition — “the member of the public” becomes
grey and evil. We are making the mistake of removing the
colors when they can reveal the heterogeneity and dissensus
that would otherwise pop up.

Perhaps it is flattering to have created an article that gar-
nered some attention in social media — but as long as we value
quantity over quality, we will be in the hands of those that are
willing to exploit our quantophrenia.

Daniel Normark

7 On ethnomethodology see the classical Garfinkel, Harold (1967). Studies in ethnomethodology. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, but our approach was more influenced by Eric Laurier.

8 Bjorkman, M. (2019) Rasforskaren som fortsatte: Bertil Lundmans rasideologi i efterkrigstidens Sverige och USA. in Motzi EKISf (ed.) Medicinska moraler och skandaler: Vetenskapens (etiska) grénser. Stockholm: Carlssons. pp.88-113.
° See Latour, Bruno (1993). We have never been modern. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press.
10 See Latour, B. (2010) An Attempt at a ‘Compositionist Manifesto’. New literary history. 41 (3), 471-490; see also Latour, B. (2004) Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of Concern. Convergencia

(Toluca de Lerdo, Mexico). 11 (35), 17-49.
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