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Abstract

This introduction presents the genesis of The Contamination of Practices: How Practice Theories
Matter in Multiple Domains Symposium. The Symposium is the outcome of a research network
established to explore new ways to adopt, criticize and expand the approaches that fall under the def-
inition of practice theory, in relation to different topics, and to answer multiple research questions.
The shared foundation underlying the contributions is developed around the metaphor of “contami-
nation”: while up to the present the efforts of scholars of major practice theory have been to sharpened
to specify a common theoretical framework, we argue that practice theory is at the verge of entering
a new stage of diffusion and contamination. Contamination is intended here in a double sense: on
the one hand, practice theory is contaminating several fields and domains of social research; on the
other hand, its conceptual framework is also being contaminated by other intellectual and theoretical
traditions, as it is being innovatively adopted and adapted based on the different topics and questions
it addresses. Each of the nine articles comprising the Symposium addresses this contamination in a
specific way.

Keywords: Practice theory; contamination; sociology; Symposium; introduction.

1 The Contamination of Practices

This Symposium is the outcome of a research network established to explore new ways to adopt, criticize
and expand the approaches that fall under the definition of practice theory, in relation to different topics,
and to answer multiple research questions. The underlying basis of the contributions is the metaphor
of “contamination”: while up to the present the effort of major practice theory scholars has sharpened
and specified a common theoretical framework (Shove et. al., 2007; Shove et al., 2012; Couldry, 2012;
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Warde, 2017; Hui et al., 2017), we argue that practice theory will soon enter a new stage of diffusion and
contamination.

Contamination is intended here in a double sense: on the one hand, practice theory is contaminating
several fields and domains of social research; on the other hand, its conceptual framework is, at the same
time, contaminated by other intellectual and theoretical traditions, as it is being innovatively adopted
and adapted on the basis of different topics and questions addressed from time to time. Moreover, it
is the very genesis of the set of theories labelled “theories of practice”, which suggests contamination
as a strategy to develop a more comprehensive interpretative capacity. The theoretical roots of the the-
ory of practice, indeed, bring back Wittgensteinian and Heideggerian’s emphasis on praxis over mental
space, as reinterpreted by Theodore Schatzki (Schatzki, 1996; Schatzki et al., 2001). At the same time,
in the social sciences, efforts from scholars such as Pierre Bourdieu (1977) and Anthony Giddens (1984)
emphasise the need to find a new balance between structural constraints and individual agency to un-
derstand social behaviours. To achieve this aim, Bourdieu elaborated on the concept of “habitus” and
popularized the notion of “practice”; Giddens emphasised the recursive interaction between structure
and agency, employing his structuration theory.

At the beginning of the Noughties, this stream of philosophical and social theory was re-articulated
by cultural sociologist Andreas Reckwitz (2002), through an operative definition of “practice” more
suited for empirical research. In his view, the notion of “practice” is not the opposite of abstract and
theoretical activities; it is instead a distinctive “configuration” consisting “of several elements, intercon-
nected to one another: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things’ and their use, a
background knowledge in the forms of understanding, know-how, states of emotion and motivational
knowledge” (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 249). On the basis of this definition, a more specific application of
practice theory has been shaped by a group of scholars led by sociologist Elizabeth Shove (Shove et
al,, 2007 & 2012). Shove and colleagues define social practices as the dynamic outcomes of the interac-
tions and linkages between three distinctive dimensions: materials, which include things, technologies
and tangible physical entities; competences, which encompass skills and know-how implied in practice;
and meanings, which include symbolic meanings and ideas (see Shove et al., 2012, p. 14). Thus, studying
social reality from a practice theory perspective means first and foremost focussing on the way materi-
als, competences and meanings emerge as stable and socially shared configurations, as has been done in
recent years by analysing a variety of notable cases: from consumption (Warde, 200s; Sassatelli, 2007)
and environmental issues (Gram-Hanssen, 2010; Spaargaren, 2011) to photography (Hand, 2012) and
music (Magaudda, 2om).

In the last decade, Shove and colleagues have consolidated a body of research supported by the cen-
tral axis of the theory of practices. Their most recent collective works indicate a refinement of the the-
oretical perspective, suggesting an expansion of the range of studied phenomena and of the theoretical
traditions compatible with the central axis. For instance, the volume The Nexus of Practices (Hui et al.,
2017) addresses some criticisms raised against this approach, such as viewing practice theory as missing
an analysis of vast and expansive phenomena or as undermining individuals. More recently, the collec-
tion Infrastructures in Practice (Shove & Trentmann, 2019) explored the crucial nexus between practices
and the different kinds of networks that deliver services like heating and electricity to people, outlining
the fundamental mutual dependence between infrastructure as materially organised systems and the
organisation of everyday patterns and routines of consumption.

2 Patterns and Directions in Practice Theory

Alongside this mainstream trend, other parallel paths have continued to develop the approach of prac-
tice theory in different directions in a more or less coherent way. Among these paths, Gert Spaargaren
and colleagues have contributed to practice theory by accounting for long-term and broad processes
of change in societies. With their contribution, they try to overcome the “supposed incommensurabil-
ity of transition theory and practice theories” (Spaargaren et al., 2016, p. 14). Transition studies are an
interdisciplinary field of recent institutionalization focussed on the analysis of social transformations
that can encourage change towards greater environmental and social sustainability of production and
consumption models (Marquard et al., 2012). Positioned within innovation studies, transition studies
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are focussed on understanding how contemporary socio-technical systems must face the environmen-
tal, economic, and social challenges originating from the dominant development models. Spargaaren
and his co-authors propose an integration of transition theory and practice theory. They empirically
analyse the changes that affect the local contexts of production and consumption of energy, food and
fuels, among other resources, over time (Spaargaren et al., 2013; Spaargaren et al., 2012; Spaargaren &
Mol, 2013; Naus et al., 2014). In this way, they aim to gain an understanding of the systemic process of
transition towards new sustainable organisational models, as a result of the actors’ agency, embedded as
practitioners in the practices of daily life (Spargaaren et al., 2016). By proposing the integration of these
two theoretical bodies, the scholars explicitly discuss some crucial issues for the ongoing goal of practice
theory to account for phenomena the latter has been criticized as neglecting, such as large-scale phenom-
ena, power effects, and the multifaceted emotional and experiential dimensions of practices. A crucial
meeting ground for both theoretical approaches is the attention paid to understanding social change as
the product of transformations taking place over time and affecting the practices and phenomena under
study.

At least apparently, the ontological assumptions underlying the two sets of theories seem hardly
compatible: a flat ontology for practice theory and a multi-level perspective for transition theory. Ac-
cording to flat ontology, the ‘social’ consists of a plenum of connected and/or overlapping practices that
leaves no room for entities of a different nature (Schatzki, 2016; Schatzki, 2002). Transition theory, on
the other hand, believes that the “social” is made up of three different kinds of social change dynamics
(macro, meso, micro) that imply different forms of agency from diverse types of subjects. However, in
their effort to show the coherence between the two theoretical-analytical frameworks, Spaargaren and
colleagues find promising common ground between the two approaches to this issue. Referring explic-
itly to the seminal essay by Randall Collins (1981) On the Microfoundations of Macrosociology, they argue
that the difference between micro and macro practice is a matter of scale, a case of extensiveness across
time and space (Lamers et al., 2016, p. 234).

Another area in which practice theory has been explored is media studies, where this perspective has
been adopted especially to disentangle the increasingly complex relationship between media consump-
tion and digital technologies. Nick Couldry, who made a crucial contribution by intersecting media re-
search and a distinctive form of practice-based perspective, has led this stream of research (Couldry, 2004
& 2012). Departing directly from Wittgenstein, Couldry outlined an approach to media that “frames
its questions by reference, not to media considered as objects, texts, apparatuses of perception or pro-
duction processes, but to what people are doing in relation to media in the contexts in which they act”
(Couldry 2012, p. 35). On the basis of this work, other scholars embraced the study of media practices
in different directions and in relation to a wide array of media sectors, including newspapers, gaming
and ICT (Briuchler & Postill, 2010), political media activism (Mattoni & Treré, 2014), forms of media
resistance (Woodstook, 2014), and the revival of retro and vintage media (Magaudda & Minniti, 2019).

While these approaches are a more or less direct derivation of the work of Schatzky and Reckwitz, we
can also address the existence of other traditions distinctively characterised by the notion of practice that,
in some ways, are parallel to the practice theory approach developed by Shove and colleagues. Without
any presumption of completeness, we can identify at least three major streams of research in which the
notion of practice has played an important role and whose evolution has been in some way independent
from the main genealogy previously addressed.

A first notable tradition is science and technology studies (STS), in which the notion of practice
has been, without question, a core departure of the whole field since the early 1980s, especially at the
beginning of “laboratory studies” (Latour & Woolgar, 1979; Knorr-Cetina, 1981). In the evolution of the
STS field, the role of technoscience has in particular been addressed by looking at the crucial role of social
and material practices, up to the point that, as John Law (2017, p. 31) argued, the primary standpoint
for understanding the field is that “STS attends to practices”. However, quite paradoxically, while there
has been wide convergence on the study of situated practices connected to science and technology, the
notion of practice has only sporadically been put explicitly at the centre of the theoretical frames adopted.
There is generally the case, with few exceptions, including the work of Andrew Pickering (1992 & 1995)
or Annamarie Mol, who departed from a philosophical standpoint for which “ontology is not given in
the order of things, but that, instead, ontologies are brought into being, sustained, or allowed to wither
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away in common, day-to-day, sociomaterial practices” (Mol, 2002, p. 6).

Another relevant field in which practice-based studies have been adopted as a crucial topic is organ-
isation and work. As outlined by Corradi et al. (2010) and then further elaborated by Nicolini (2012),
in this sector, the notion of practice has been extensively used both directly and indirectly. Among the
more focussed traditions, it is possible to distinguish between several streams, which include the study
of learning phenomena as situated practices (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Gherardi, 2000; Bruni et al., 2004),
the study of technology as practice (Orlikowski, 1992 & 2007; Suchman et al., 1999), and the study of
strategy as practice (Whittington, 1996).

Finally, another stream is represented by the Bourdieusian use of the notion of practice. Bourdieu’s
theory about practice (Bourdieu, 1977; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) has made a crucial contribution
to opening up the debate on practice. As noted by Warde (2004), however, in Bourdieu’s work the
notion of being proactive has remained quite underdeveloped compared with those of habitus and field.
Nonetheless, the emergence of a practice theory favoured a revival of the use of the notion of practice
among more orthodox Bourdieusian scholars.

“Practice” is used to define systems of activity, such as martial arts (Gaudin, 2009) or “musique
d’harmonie” (Dubois et al., 2010), which exist as a product of practitioners” doings and sayings. It is
also used to recognize the role of the doings of different types of actors (institutional, public, private,
individual and collective) operating within socio-technical systems built around complex material in-
frastructures, such as urban water systems (Lorrain & Poupeau, 2014). Familiarity, most of the time
implicit, with the central strand of the theory of practice is evident. Above all, the overlaps concern the
importance attributed to the bodily components of the agents’ actions as well as to the routine character
of the forms of action, predictable and reproducible, that make the practices exist (de Fornel & Ogien,
2011). However, what distinguishes Bourdieusian studies is the still close connection with the French
scholar’s theory of habitus and field. As illustrated in Outline of a Theory of Practice (Bourdieu, 1977),
the practice exists as a predictable system of actions, resulting from the agents’ habitus more than from
their deliberations. The agency that informs the practice is inscribed in the field’s material conditions in
which the latter takes place.

Compared to the most recent strand of the theory of practice, those who move within the Bourdieu-
sian approach are more sensitive to recording the role played by socio-structural variables, such as the
social class to which the agents belong, the geographical and social contexts of life, and the objectified
structure of social relations between social actors. From an analytical point of view, the advantage of this
approach is that the reduced space for individual deliberation (bidem) is the product of the pragmatic
impact of material and bodily components and of the objectified social relationships between agents,
with the acknowledgment of the consequent effects of stratification in terms of both status and power.

3 The Articles Composing the Symposium

The multiple contaminations that this Symposium traces are placed on this composite background.
Each Symposium’s essay offers a specific perspective on practice theories by focusing on a distinctive
conceptual dimension and by articulating these conceptual advances in relation to specific empirical
fields. More specifically, the Symposium starts with two articles that open innovative patterns of con-
tamination of practice theory and deal with two topics that have been rarely addressed though practice
theories: the world of fashion and youth subcultures.

The opening article by Paolo Volonté (2019) adopts a practice-based approach to study fashion mod-
elling. More specifically, the author considers two particular cases related to fashion modelling — the
embodiment of the thin ideal by models and their peculiar style of walking on the runway — empirically
relying on existing research from fashion studies. In relation to the thin ideal’s embodiment, Volonté
highlights that models’ thinness is somewhat related to the elements of the practices inherent in the fash-
ion system. In relation to models” walking, his articulation of practice theory outlines that this activity
directly concerns how fashion’s constraints are embodied in a bodily practice. By presenting these two
cases related to fashion, Volonté shows that the fashion world can be fruitfully understood under the
lens of practice by looking at issues related to professional skills, the materiality of catwalking, and the
shared meanings attributed to individual performances in the fashion world.
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The second article of the Symposium, by Simone Tosoni (2019), explores another quite unusual
topic for practice theories, namely youth subcultures. While subcultural studies regularly focus on cul-
tural practices, in this field most scholars adopt the notion of “practices” without any solid work on
conceptualization, thus assuming practices as a taken-for-granted notion. An example of this is the use
of the notion of “signifying practice” adopted in the seminal work on subcultures by Dick Hebdige
(1979). Hence, Tosoni considers the case of a distinctive subculture in Milan in the 1980s, the goth (also
defined as “dark”) subculture, adopting in his analysis a practice-based approach mixed with the notion
of enactment elaborated by STS scholar John Law. Departing from this theoretical milieu, the author
addresses the logics of variation within the dark subculture based on different recurring sets of practices
and outlines three distinctive ways in which the goth subculture is enacted: the “activist” enactment, the
“music club” enactment and the “loner” enactment. In this way, Tosoni also contributes to the debate
on subcultures, presenting an innovative methodological strategy to address the plurality of identities
that can be included in the same subculture.

The subsequent three articles open up the contamination of practice theories not only in thematic
terms but also through a distinctive focus on novel theoretical connections that practice theories could
establish with other theoretical approaches. The article by Magaudda and Piccioni (2019) further de-
velops a theoretical contamination already addressed in Shove et al. (2019), that involving infrastructure
studies, adding novel insights on the intersection between practices and infrastructure in relation to both
the topic addressed and the literature considered. Indeed, the authors consider the use of digital media
technologies and, more specifically, practices related to smartphones. Theoretically, Magaudda and Pic-
cioni further explore the connection between practice theory and the way infrastructure studies have
been adopted in a distinctive way by media scholars (e.g., Parks & Starosielski, 2015); on an empirical
ground, the authors present a qualitative research on young smartphone users, introducing the notion
of infrastructural disclosure as a methodological strategy to make visible. the infrastructural implications
characterising smartphone practices. More specifically, Magaudda and Piccioni address five main infras-
tructural dimensions of smartphone use, namely electricity, radio signal, data, operative systems and
platforms, hence outlining how a focus on these infrastructural issues could foster our understanding
of people’s relationship with these digital devices.

The article by Mora, Noia and Turrini (2019) discloses a previously unexplored theoretical path of
the interconnection of practice theories, linking them to the circuir of culture elaborated in the field of
cultural studies in the late 1990s by Du Guy and colleagues (1997). Assuming that practice theory and the
circuit of culture are pertinent to different theoretical traditions, the paper presents an early attempt to
compare these two frameworks and outline the ways in which they are compatible as well as the distinc-
tive benefits each could bring to help gain an understanding of specific phenomena related to material
culture. To complete this comparison and integration, the authors adopt the strategy of applying both
frameworks to two case studies: the first is related to the development of a new technological artefact, a
haptic interface, and the second concerns a specific kind of agricultural cultivation. The resulting com-
parison gives Mora, Noia and Turrini the opportunity to highlight the advantages of the two approaches
and to discuss the point up to which these two frameworks can be integrated.

The article by Mattozzi (2019) engages in an epistemological and methodological reflection to probe
the view of practices as cycles of disposition and unfoldings that the author considers synonymous with
virtualities and actualizations, and to show how such a view allows not only the consideration of artefacts
but also accounting for their contribution to the unfolding of practices.

A specific practice explored as the empirical ground for exemplification is related to squeezing or-
anges in a sink using Juicy Salif, the squeezer designed by Philip Stark and criticized for its malfunction.
On the one hand, the article investigates the role of dispositions—virtualities in past and present ap-
proaches to practices. On the other, it recovers the disused Actor-Network Theory’s notion of “script”
as a way to describe—analyse artefacts’ dispositions or virtualities and thus account for their contribution
to practices. Finally, Mattozzi outlines the advantages provided by studying practices under the lens of
a “distributed structuralism”, as done with the Actor-Network Theory.

The successive four articles develop other patterns of contamination of practice theories in the di-
rection of other fields, objects and issues. An article by Stefano Crabu (2019) focuses on professional
practices in the field of medicine. The aim of the paper is to enlarge the focus of practice-based studies
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in the direction of learning processes, drawing on broad ethnographic research carried out within two
major Italian organisations operating in cancer care and research. In doing this, the author advances a
distinctive contamination between practice theory, organisational studies, and the study of biomedical
and health sciences. More specifically, Crabu’s work considers an often-neglected issue, namely how
practitioners negotiate their role to be able to act as competent agents within a complex context. In
sum, the article contributes to the broader topic of the Symposium by showing how a practice-based
approach to learning may offer new strategies for understanding biomedicine and for addressing how
expert knowledge is produced and shared among diverse professional settings.

Moving to a completely different subject, Lorenzo Domaneschi’s article (2019) deals with a common
topic among practice theory practitioners, namely practices related to the preparation of food. More
specifically, the paper outlines the evolution of a so-called “practice turn” in contemporary food studies
by means of a comprehensive critical review of research on food culture that has taken on a practice-
based approach. In doing so, Domaneschi highlights the relevance of the integration of a more robust
practice-based perspective to the social sciences of food. To clarify his point more effectively, the author
presents an analysis of professional cooking practices, outlining the role of improvisation in the structure
of cooking practices. Thus, he adopts a practice theory perspective to unfold the performative nature of
practices commonly considered ordinary and repetitive.

Mario de Benedittis’s article (2019) is focused on the same subject and explores the sector of wine
tasting using the theoretical framework of theories of practice to examine expert wine tasting practices.
Relying on empirical research concerning the production, distribution and commercialization of wine
in Italy, de Benedittis addresses the constructing of expert tasting practices, connecting them with the
Bourdeusian notion of field, thus considering how tasting practices are in some way related to potential
field effects (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Hence, among the author’s contributions is the consider-
ation that it is important to consider practitioners” habitus and, more generally, the social trajectories
characterising their relationship to the practice of wine tasting.

Last but not least, the article by Paolo Giardullo (2019) considers a crucial dimension for contempo-
rary social change, represented by the relationship between practices and the environmental crisis. The
author takes advantage of the path already opened by the focus on practices previously advanced in en-
vironmental sociology and sustainable consumption. By adopting a layered methodology that includes
content analysis of media releases and field-notes from a self-ethnography, Giardullo focuses on a reverse
vending machine, which is a machine aimed at managing a reward system for recycling plastic bottles.
He thus looks to the reconfigurative power of this system to transform practices related to domestic
waste management. With his analyses, the author outlines how a technical system can actively promote
a change in ordinary practices connected with the practice of recycling.

In short, this Symposium argues that there is the potential for further expansion and contamination
of practice theory, both in terms of the topics addressed and connections with different theoretical ap-
proaches. Taken together, we hope that the many contaminations based on practice theory will open
up new avenues to think creatively in relation to different realms of social life.
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Abstract

This article addresses practice-based theories with the goal to show that they can contribute substan-
tially to the understanding of fashion modelling and, consequently, of the social phenomenon of
fashion in general. Fashion modelling is a key component of the fashion system, and fashion models
contribute to the innovation of the clothing landscape in contemporary Western societies much more
than assumed by common sense. Yet, some features of fashion modelling, such as the incorporation
of the thin ideal and the affected gait of the models’ walking on the catwalk, are puzzling if under-
stood in the light of traditional sociological categories. If studied with the conceptual tools displayed
by the practice approach, they appear as striking manifestations of the inertia that bodies, materials,
routines, skills and meanings of the practice of fashion impose on its participants.

Keywords: Practice; fashion; fashion modelling; thin ideal; inertia; cultural intermediaries.

1 The Practice of Modelling and Clothing Landscape Transformations

Over the last two centuries, the fashion system has gradually become a leading force in determining cloth-
ing habits in Western countries first, then in many parts of the globalized world. In fact, this powerful
economic and social system influences nowadays the rules of body communication and presides over
changes in our clothing landscape. As it embraces some fundamental mechanisms of social cohesive-
ness, it has been extensively studied in recent decades, along with the main professions that it includes.
Fashion models, especially female models," are among the most exposed figures in the system. As
means of fashion communication, they are by definition public figures: they exist and work mainly on
the media stage. Moreover, they practice a profession in some respects prestigious, much desired by
many women and especially by the youngest. Since the selection criteria leading to fashion modelling
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seem to be based (but we will see that in fact it is not so) on a socially appreciated quality like “beauty,”
the professional success of a model is a particularly effective form of social legitimacy.

What is the actual contribution of models to the fashion system? Often models are considered in
common discourses little more than self-propelled mannequins, hangers at the disposal of the manip-
ulative art of designers, pattern makers, stylists and photographers (Mears, 2011, p. 182; Entwistle &
Wissinger, 2012b, p. 4). But this is overly simplified. In the last two decades, a vast body of studies has
focused on the social role of fashion modelling and highlighted that the models” contribution to the
continuous transformation of our cultural landscape is not marginal. I will summarize such body of
knowledge in section 3.

However, not everything is clear and well understood in fashion modelling. Some aspects are still
surprising or enigmatic. For example, it is not unusual for models to complain about the need to comply
with very lean body measurements, those same measurements that have enabled them to conquer a
privileged position in the field of fashion. Models feel they have to submit to an external and superior
will that determines their physical appearance. However, if we try to determine where such will resides, it
escapes the grasp and evaporates into thin air. This depends on the fact that it is not about the decisions
of a particular social subject, but the power that a practice inadvertently exerts on all participants. I
therefore argue that in order to understand this aspect of fashion modelling, as well as other features of
fashion, it is necessary to resort to the concept of social practice.

My goal in this article is to address practice-based theories and show that they can contribute sub-
stantially to the understanding of fashion modelling and, consequently, of the social phenomenon of
fashion in general. The idea is that by abandoning the points of view focused on human actions — in-
dividual or collective — and on social structure, and assuming a perspective based on practice as unit
of analysis, the enigmatic features of modelling become more easily intelligible. Joining the practice ap-
proach means in this framework, at the core, accepting the idea that certain courses of action in human
life are routinized for a community of practitioners. In relation to these courses of action (“practices”)
the practitioners themselves are, rather than agents, “carriers” of the practice, interpreters of the routine.
Classical sociology (Parsons, 1951, pp. 1-7 and 22—24; Schiitz, 1955; Goffman, 1959) has accustomed us
to think in terms of mutual expectations of behaviour: social interactions are determined by the expec-
tation of others towards us and by our anticipation of the outcome of our actions (the self-reflected
expectation). The practice approach makes it clear that in certain situations also the expectation that
the practice itself exercises towards us, what the practice expects from us, is crucial. In stating this, “prac-
tice” does not mean the mere sum of other subjects participating in the same course of actions. It also
includes the set of material configurations, embodied skills, norms and shared meanings that guide in-
dividual performances and ensure that they can be read as interpretations of a consolidated practice.
The agent is never completely the subject of his or her practices, because the practices act in him or her
through incorporated dispositions, the acquired schemes that inhabit our choices and our behaviours
(Bourdieu, 1997, p. 166). As Andreas Reckwitz observes, in practices the individual’s actions, thoughts
and desires

are necessary elements and qualities of a practice in which the single individual participates,
not qualities of the individual. [...] A practice is thus a routinized way in which bodies
are moved, objects are handled, subjects are treated, things are described and the world is
understood (2002, p. 250).

Following Davide Nicolini’s suggestion (2012, pp. 8-10), I prefer to refer to a practice “approach,”
rather than theory, not only to reiterate that a unitary theory of practices does not exist, as Schatzki
(2001, p. 2) already noted, but also to clarify that this perspective can turn useful for our purposes not as
aunitary theoretical framework, butas a box of conceptual tools capable of opening up new perspectives
on known phenomena. Different authors, such as Andreas Reckwitz (2002), Theodore Schatzki (1996;
2002), Elizabeth Shove (Shove, Pantzar & Watson, 2012; Shove & Trentmann, 2019) and Alan Warde
(2005), offer different ways of thinking about social phenomena as expressions of practices in action.

In what follows, after summarizing what scholars have learned about fashion modelling, I will try to
read it as a practice, in turn connected with other practices, some dispersed, such as dressing, others inte-
grative, such as the fashion show. I do not aim to expand the body of knowledge we have about fashion
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modelling, which is already very broad. My goal is instead to experiment with the application of a spe-
cific theoretical approach — that of practice — to a relevant and intriguing social phenomenon such as
fashion. The reference to modelling helps to apply the new theoretical approach to concrete situations.
I will therefore not present new empirical evidence and research results, except in few cases where this is
particularly useful for the argument. Instead, I will refer extensively to the research that other scholars
have already made available through their publications. Nevertheless, the discussion should make clear
how the practice approach, in addition to already widely used theoretical approaches that span from
Foucault to Bourdieu, from feminist theories to the traditional sociology of fashion, can broaden our
understanding of fashion by providing new interpretative keys. Thanks to the contribution of the prac-
tice approach, some puzzling aspects of fashion modelling should become more easily understandable
as outcomes of the dialectic between the inertia of practice and the behavior of its carriers. In this way,
I hope to bring some useful elements to the discussion on the heuristic utility of practice theories when
applied to cultural processes.

2 The Job of (Female) Fashion Models

Notoriously, a model walks on the catwalk and gets photographed wearing high fashion clothes. Her
profession, however, is a bit more complex than that, with regard both to mere professional practices and
to the function it performs in the fashion system. The purposes for which the fashion industry recruits
models are basically three: fitting clothes in the production process; performing on the catwalk during
the fashion show; doing photo shoots, which in turn can be for the production of advertising campaigns
(for brands) or fashion editorials (for magazines). Not all models carry out all three activities. However,
they are closely related tasks, because the clothes to wear during the fashion show and the shooting are
the same, and are of the same size in which the design departments make the patterns for the fitting.
They therefore imply that they are worn by the same type of body. This close link constitutes a rigidity
for fashion modelling, since it imposes a standard body from which the individual model can hardly
distance herself. Moreover, since the design process is extended over time, the models are also required
to preserve a considerable stability in terms of shape and size over time. Notoriously, the models” body
standard is very high and thin, corresponding to sizes 2—4 (USA), 4-6 (UK), and 3638 (Italy), with
white skin and Caucasian shapes.

Professionally, models are usually freelance and rely on specialized agencies that act as intermedi-
aries with potential customers. Much of their working time is actually devoted to the construction of
their public image (through a look book and networking activities) and wasted in endless waits during
the customers’ castings. Few models earn large sums, while most live on modest income. The average
professional life is short, going for the most fortunate from 13/15 years of age to 20/25. High internal
competition and the constant need for change by customers produce a rapid turnover that puts many
models off the market prematurely. There are also differences between the main sectors in which the
model industry is divided. The competition is heaviest and the longevity shortest in the circuit of “ed-
itorial” models, that is, those models that are primarily required by the fashion industry because they
are characterized not by a formal, standard, familiar beauty, but by an intriguing, imperfect aspect, apt
to capture attention. On the other hand, “commercial” models, mainly used for consumer goods ad-
vertising due to their regular shapes and reassuring appearance, experience less competition and greater
longevity.

3 TheRole of Models in the Fashion System

Before delving into how the practice approach can contribute to the study of fashion modelling, it may
be useful to summarize some major acquisitions of fashion studies on this profession. Although pro-
duced within other theoretical perspectives, they facilitate the shift to the practice approach putting aside
some common sense ideas about modelling and establishing an integrated view of the fashion system.
Fashion modelling has been extensively studied in recent times, mainly through ethnographic re-
search. Along with intrinsic features (tasks, practices, networks), the function it also plays in the fash-
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ion system and, more broadly, in defining the cultural landscape, has been investigated. In particular
three researches conducted in parallel during the first decade of the century produced the major results.
Joanne Entwistle (2009) first studied fashion modelling as a collective practice aimed at profiting from
the fashion industry’s need to use human bodies to qualify the goods. Since the quality of models that
determines their success is nota somehow measurable “beauty” (not even through the classic measures of
breast, waist and hips), but something very ephemeral and changeable like the appearance (the “look”),
the model industry has focused on the need to stabilize the characteristics of the glamorous female body
and select apt women to represent it. It is therefore a form of “aesthetic economy,” an activity aimed
at translating certain aesthetic characteristics into economic value. Ashley Mears (2011) described the
modelling industry more systematically as a cultural industry, characterized by very high uncertainty
when attempting to forecast the demand. Cultural industries normally have this characteristic: that
taste has a preponderant weight in determining the value of goods. Since it is very hard to forecast tastes,
the cultural industries (including fashion modelling) often follow a production model aimed at reduc-
ing uncertainty through a process of gradual selection of a few extremely successful products starting
from a plethora of alternative creations (Hirsch, 1972). Finally, Elizabeth Wissinger (2015) focused on
the work that all this entails for the models themselves, whose success cannot be separated from a huge
effort that images and fashion shows, with their ephemeral and visual character, end up hiding. A work
both material and immaterial (Lazzarato, 1996) constitutes the backstage of the outward appearance of
the models. Thus, modelling is not limited to the capacity of qualifying industrial goods through vi-
sual culture, but actually involves self-commodification and transformation into a brand (Entwistle &
Slater, 2012). Working on herself, the model shapes and circulates a certain image of woman, strongly
contributing to stabilizing the hegemonic feminine ideal in our society.

Those studies have allowed us to get rid of some assumptions and prejudices about the role of models
and acknowledge previously undervalued aspects of their profession. I will focus on two key theses
stressed by those jobs (and other similar contributions, such as Czerniawski 2015, Kiihl 2015 and Sadre-
Orafai 2008).2

First of all, we can abandon the simplistic objectification of the models’ beauty. It is a common be-
lief that models are particularly beautiful women, and that their work consists in simply making their
body available to fashion professionals. A body received as a gift by Mother Nature. This is misleading.
As Ashley Mears effectively observes, the models she interviewed “were not mere lucky winners in some
genetic lottery; they were fighters in an ongoing struggle against their bodies” (Mears, 2011, p. 91). The
models’ beauty is not natural, but naturalized: made apparently natural through a continuous artificial
work of construction, revision, adjustment of appearance. Such appearance is what is normally called
“look” (Entwistle, 2009, p. 6; Entwistle & Slater, 2012, pp. 24-26; Mears, 2011, p. 5), and is the result
— for the models as for all of us — of a continuous work of manipulation on the body, i.e. on physi-
cal structure, makeup and clothing, but also on posture, behaviour, body language, consumption, life
choices (Wissinger, 2007a and 2007b).

Regarding the physical structure, models must constantly meet the ideal parameters imposed by the
fashion system: height, weight, breast, waist and hip measurements. These parameters are very rigid in
their regulatory function, but very flexible in the models’ daily practice, where it is common to lie about
one’s own measurements (Mears, 2011, pp. 91-92). In fact, models are continually exposed to the double
request to conform to a common standard, and to have something unique that differentiates their look
and makes it stand out from that of others. Like athletes and dancers, they use their corporeality as a
form of capital (Wacquant, 2004).

On the behavioural side, moreover, models must be able to express a “personality” that gives their
look a taste of uniqueness and exceptionality. Modelling implies not only the aesthetic work on the body,
but also an emotional work (Hochschild, 1983) that enables them to express an intriguing personality
by means of their simple appearance, their look (Wissinger, 2015, pp. 154—156). This concerns both the
performance of typical tasks of their job (Mears, 2011, pp. 106-115) and everyday life, which for models
in the age of social networks is never separable from work (Wissinger, 2015, pp. 162-184).

2. Foran overall picture of the debate consider also: Czerniawski (201r); Entwistle & Wissinger (2006; 2012); Godart & Mears
(2008); Mears (2008; 2012); Mears & Finlay (2005); Soley-Beltran (2004); Wissinger (2007a; 2007b; 2012; 2013).
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With regard to this first aspect, it should be added that the definition of the look is carried out not
only by the model concerned, but by the entire professional network engaged in the production of fash-
ion imaginary. What the model embodies and transmits while appearing in a photo shoot is not her
quality, nor her individual creation, but it is something that germinates by means of a multiplicity of
processes involving different actors (Entwistle, 2009, p. 58). In other words: the aesthetic value of the
model is neither natural nor designed. It is the result of the continuous negotiation of a community
about her appearance, fashion trends, and the collective imaginary of a female body. Modelling agen-
cies, for example, create a framework through their catalogues and categorizations (editorial, commer-
cial, curvy). With their supervisory work, they then push the real models to adapt to that framework,
conditioning their consumption (how to dress, which places to frequent, which networks to nurture)
and, consequently, fostering the construction of a suitable habitus. Furthermore, the models’ look ma-
terializes in a look book where some of their photographs are collected. Those photographs were taken
during photo shoots directed by stylists with their own perception of the aesthetic value of the model,
accessorized with clothing created by designers who followed their own ideas of fashion and femininity,
taken by photographers in search of the best photographic output. The model’s look is therefore the
result of the work of a multiplicity of professionals, none of which aims at defining the model’s look.
When she meets a possible client (either through the look book or in person at a go-see or at a casting),
she enters again into a complex social process of defining the aesthetic value. In fact, the client usually
does not know what look s/he is looking for (Mears, 2011, pp. 123-127). What distinguishes a look from
mere beauty is its ineffability. The look qualifies for “that certain something” that you never succeed
in making explicit. This means that also the client’s selection of the model is very random and depends
largely on factors that are not aesthetic in nature, such as a dense network of relationships and conversa-
tions among the fashion system protagonists, good for aligning opinions and tastes (Mears, 2011, p. 10),
and reputational dynamics, according to which the models gain aesthetic value through the reputation
of the subjects who credited them (Entwistle & Wissinger, 2006).

The second fallacy about models shelved by empirical research is the idea that they are more similar
to fashion industry tools than professionals. Compared to dummies, which they replaced starting from
the end of the Nineteenth century, they would only add the mobility of the real body, and therefore
the possibility of studying the behaviour of clothes on a moving body. The underlying idea is that to
modelling nothing is needed but a nice appearance and a good dose of patience: the designer, the pattern
maker, the stylist and the photographer will think about everything else. Again, things are different,
actually. I have already mentioned the importance of the model’s “personality” as an ingredient of the
look. Now I add that the personality of the model, too, is a fundamental ingredient in the production of
fashion images, and therefore in the processes of clothing innovation in general. Doreen Small, former
vice president of the Ford modelling agency, in describing the qualities displayed by the best models,
said:

They understand the concepts, they can create amazing photographs, they project character,
they project life [...]. I mean, they’re genetic anomalies [...]. But really, really good models
are really able to work it (quoted in Entwistle & Wissinger, 20124, p. 182).

The most important quality of a model is to actively use her appearance and the related accessories
in order to produce relevant meanings. The ethnographic observation of photo shoots shows that they
are intrinsically collective activities, in which all participants contribute interactively to the production
of the final result. The stylists I interviewed for a research dedicated to them have often emphasized the
importance of the model and her look in the creation of fashion services.? For example, one of them told
me:

The model is important. The model accomplishes the editorial. Truly, the more models feel
beautiful the more they are happy to do the shooting. [...] Anyway they must feel liked a
lot by the photographer, and also by the stylist, and then it depends: some of them, like the

3. Theinvestigation, which began in 2013and is still ongoing, aims at exploring social and cultural features of fashion styling
in Milan using a non-standard methodology based primarily on in-depth interviews, follow-up interviews and ethno-
graphic observation. The main results are going to be published in Volonté (forthcoming 2020).

https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.1971-8853/9490 15


https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.1971-8853/9490

Modelling Practice Sociologica. V.13 N.3(2019)

English ones — as for me, I always consider them the best ones, the smartest, most intelligent,
having something extra, it is apparent, there is no question. Those ten that are at the top,
there is a reason if they are there. [Of course] because they have a certain agent, but [also]
because they have a certain mind. When there is no mind it is immediately clear, nothing
comes out. I mean, there are “flat” women who don’t draw anything out of the picture
(Female, 49, interviewed 14 November 2013).

If those who work with models have this kind of attitude, the equation of models with hangers, al-
though justified by their origins (Evans, 2003), does not reflect the role that they play today in the fashion
system. Therefore, scholars include them among the figures of cultural intermediaries who contribute
to the co-production and circulation of clothing culture in our society (Maynard, 1999; Wissinger, 2012).
Models belong to the leading fashion tastemakers. Not only the way in which they “interpret” the out-
fits on the catwalk or during photo shoots influences the clothing landscape, but also what they wear in
everyday life, the places they attend, their cultural diet (music, food) enter the processes of negotiation
and stabilization of fashions and trends. Like other figures of cultural intermediaries, models contribute
to formulating culture in a capitalist market context. Of course, this is especially true for those models
who have reached the status of celebrities. But as shown in the excerpt quoted above, due to the role
they play in the fashion industry, all models have the opportunity to leave their mark on the creation and
circulation of fashion imaginary. At the beginning of their careers they receive a strong socialization to
the system, and they are instructed on how to shape and take care of their look. But later on, if they are
not able to make their own original contribution to the mediation of meanings, if they disappear into
the crowd of faces that populate the walls of modelling agencies, they will in fact not count for anything
in the process of clothing innovation and therefore will be quickly shelved from the system, replaced by
other models more skilled in the intermediation of taste (Wissinger, 2012, p. 161).

4 Shortcomings

If we look back at the three main activities of the models described above (photo shoot, fashion show,
fitting), it is clear that this profession is key to the processes of generation of “clothing possibilities”
in two complementary ways: in determining the garments that will be offered on the market, and in
creating the fashion images that will circulate in the cultural landscape. Models are the bodies of fashion
both in the circumstance of its production and in that of its representation. Entwistle and Slater (2012:
16) are therefore right in arguing that the habit of contrasting real bodies and represented bodies to
describe the imagery of fashion is inadequate to understand what really happens. The model’s body is
an element of mediation and unification of the fashion system, both because it is a constant crossing
the whole process, and because it is a malleable constant, adaptable — to a certain extent — to changes
in taste. In fact, it is constantly manipulated to stay in line with the changing aesthetic demands of the
fashion world. In other words, the models find themselves involved in a loop in which on the one hand
they define the features of the ideal female body and the standards of recognized beauty, and on the other
hand they are subjected to the same ideal and must constantly work to adapt to it. This loop is difficult
to explain through approaches that leverage individual agency or the constraints imposed by the social
structure and the economic system, and requires a change of approach to be understood. This is where
the use of the practice approach proves fruitful.

In particular, I will focus on two aspects of fashion modelling that the approach of practices can help
to explain more accurately. The first issue concerns the fact that for a century now, and particularly in
the last fifty years, the ideal of female body embodied by fashion models has been characterised by radical
thinness. The sizes of the models are usually placed in the lower range of the adult size system (36-38
in Italy), while the prevalent sizes in population are decidedly larger (44—46). The most common expla-
nations of this phenomenon, which refer to the aspirational character of fashion (fashion should offer
to the ordinary woman a “dream,” misleading her into believing to be part of a narrative of beauty and
glamour that in truth does not belong to her), are not convincing, if only because the fashion industry
gives up in this way a significant portion of business. The second issue concerns a specific skill of models:
walking the catwalk. Walking on the catwalk is an aspect of modelling where the discipline of the body
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stands out. At an accustomed look, it appears natural and elegant. But if you look at the fashion shows
with a detached gaze, for example by analysing them in slow motion on a site like FashionWeekOnline
(https://fashionweekonline.com), it will not be difficult to notice in many cases a particularly affected
gait, with the feet forcedly aligned along a single straight line, the knees unnaturally stretched in full,
the hips excessively wiggling. Also in this case, the practice approach can help us understand a seem-
ingly arbitrary and irrational form of body regulation, thus integrating the insights provided by other
theories.

5 Inertia and Performance: Fashion Modelling through the Lens of the
Practice Approach

Something that the practice approach can do very well is to understand the inertia of social behaviour.
This has often been considered a limitation of practice theories. They have been accused of focusing too
much on inertia and failing to adequately explain social change (Turner, 1994, pp. 78-100). Proponents
of the practice approach have taken the accusation seriously and tried to argue (Schatzki, 2002, pp. 189—
264; Warde, 2014; Hui, Schatzki, & Shove, 2017). Here, however, I am not interested in discussing
whether the practice approach enables us to explain change, but to rely on the fact that it explains inertia
very well. Inertia does not mean immobility; rather, it derives from the bond that every new action
necessarily has with an array of actions, relationships and objects that pre-exist it. This bond acts in
two main ways. It does so in the form of routines, habits, and conventions produced by reciprocal
expectations of behaviour within the community of practice — what Barry Barnes describes in terms of
“alignment” (Barnes, 2001, p. 25) and Joseph Rouse in terms of “mutual accountability” (Rouse 2007,
p- 669). Oritactsin the form of embodied experience, a system of durable and transposable dispositions
that generate new actions conform to “correct” practices, therefore reflecting the weight of the past on
the individual him/herself (Bourdieu, 1980, pp. 87-91).

Moving the unit of analysis from the subjects that act (individuals and organizations) and from so-
cial facts (institutions) to practices enables us to understand not only why individuals normally find it
difficult to deviate from the norm, fashion or habit, but also why they usually do not want to do it atall.
Each practice is characterized at any time by a set of established understandings, procedures and objec-
tives (Warde, 2005, p. 140). What needs to be done, how to do it and why are all aspects dictated by the
practice, concerns that the agent has acquired in the course of his or her trajectory, while learning to prac-
tice it. There is no need to set rules that should be explicitly learned. Moreover, a practice incorporates
in those who practice it ways of doing and thinking that, as incorporated, appear obvious, natural. This
is particularly clear in the case of sports, as they channel the behaviour of sportsmen towards routines
and standards. No skier who is even remotely experienced has any doubts about what to do when s/he
goes skiing (Nicolini & Monteiro, 2016, p. 116). Where to go, how to dress, how to move, what to talk
aboutare all aspects that come naturally even if they have nothing “natural.” This is possible because the
practice has arranged the agent to act in a manner consistent with the practice itself, and this in various
ways. To name just the most obvious ones, it has arranged the agent by incorporating in him or her a
habitus, that is, orienting the body towards the “correct” practice and predisposing it to respond with
the “right,” straight, adequate action to the requests that come from the environment (Bourdieu, 1997,
pp- 170-175); it has also arranged the agent by immersing him or her in an environment of artefacts and
infrastructures that exercise their agency over him or her, in the sense that they prescribe certain doings,
channelling the behaviour towards some standards (Latour, 1992); finally, it has arranged the agent by
setting the goals, i.e. determining the objectives to be achieved through practice, objectives that s/he can
feel (and in fact usually feels) as his or her own, but which are set by the practice itself (Schatzki, 2002,
pp- 80-38s).

To summarize, the practices have therefore an inertia derived by the fact that in them individual goals,
models and constraints must constantly deal with goals, models and constraints dictated by the practice
itself (namely, by the fact of practicing that practice, ot by the sum of other practitioners’ goals, models
and constraints). Since this conflict endangers the possibility of practicing the practice (when individual
goals, models and constraints prevail that are too heterogeneous compared to those of the practice, the
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individual in fact ceases to practice, and simply does something else), it is not surprising that most times
the goals, models and constraints of the practice not only prevail, but shape the individual goals, models
and constraints. In other words, and borrowing Bourdieu’s terminology (1997), the agent engaged in
practice experiences to act in a world that is “taken for granted,” that s/he inhabits like a garment or a
familiar habitat. This presupposes agreement between the dispositions of the agent and the expectations
immanent in the world. In general terms, it implies that the social order inscribes itself in the bodies in
the form of dispositions attuned to the structures of the world, so that the individual knows exactly
what needs to be done and when it needs to be done.

6 The Tyranny of Slenderness

The hegemony of the thin ideal in fashion is a valuable example of the power that inertia can acquire in
a practice. The use of extremely thin bodies by the fashion industry has often been considered a cause of
the tyranny of slenderness in contemporary society (Chernin, 1981; Bordo, 1993; Thesander, 1997). Asa
matter of fact, at the beginning of this century the use of almost anorexic fashion models has been widely
stigmatized for a certain period because it was accused to reinforce the spread of anorexia among girlsand
young women (see e.g. BBC 2000). Today the discussion has shifted toward the issue of diversity and the
problems generated by the homologation of the imagery and the discrimination of fat bodies caused by
a media system (T'V, cinema, advertising, women’s magazines) that tends to represent almost only thin
bodies (Wykes & Gunter, 2005). However, more than this is at stake. The tyranny of slenderness cannot
be elicited and supported by cultural standards imposed by the media alone, it must be also backed by
a powerful force of some kind. Otherwise, it would be hardly explainable why the fashion industry is
subject to that tyranny too. Analysing the collections for sale by the major high fashion brands, it turns
out that they are rarely offered in (Italian) sizes above 44, very rarely above 46 (more details in Volonté
2019a). And yet, according to statistics on the Body Mass Index (BMI) made available by the World
Health Organization (WHO), more than one third of the Italian female population, and up to almost
two thirds in some Anglo-Saxon countries, wear currently sizes over 46 (Volonté & Pedroni, 2014). The
fashion system seems to voluntarily give up a huge portion of its potential sales. How is this possible?
Can a simple cultural trend, a set of values embraced by the media, explain choices that have such an
important economic impact?

This paradox, namely, the fact that the fashion industry gives up a significant share of business to
remain faithful to the thin ideal, is less puzzling if we conceive the thinness of the female body notjust as
a cultural value to be pursued by agents within a community, but also as a practice of which women are
carriers as well as professionals of the fashion industry. I argued this idea in a previous article (Volonté,
2019b). In fact, if we turn the unit of analysis from the subjects to the practice we discover a viscous sys-
tem of doings, artefacts, routines and incorporations that channel the way individuals and organizations
interpret and carry the practice. It becomes clear that the tyranny of slenderness in fashion is not due
to single factors, but to the bundle of things, actions and situations which the practice consists in. It is
not necessary, then, to blame, from time to time, the fashion designers’ aesthetic choices, the marketing
policies of the companies, the imagery conveyed by the media or the aspirational expectations of the con-
sumers. None of these factors, taken in isolation, would reasonably be able to produce fashion’s “great
renunciation” of the world of fat bodies. Of course, designers “choose” to keep on designing exclusively
on underweight bodies, but it is actually the practice of fashion that chooses in them by means of the
way it is taught in the fashion schools they attended, the fact that, as a rule, the bodies provided for fit-
ting by the model industry are underweight, the technical limits of the automated size grading systems
(which are based on incremental grading concepts no longer functional above size 46), the aspiration of
consumers to get or preserve a thin and youthful body, a sales network that displaces the stores that are
specialized in plus size mainly in outlying districts and small towns, a fashion press that literally hides fat
bodies. The same, of course, can be extended to the choices of those who plan the contents of fashion
courses, those who develop the technologies of automated size grading, consumers, retailers and editors.
As well as models.

Considered from this point of view, the thinness of fashion models appears differently. Models are
not thin because this is an “objective” aspect of female beauty, neither because they follow an aesthetic
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law, nor a constraint imposed by market needs, nor a cultural ideal shared by the fashion system. They
are so because the practice of fashion modelling has incorporated not only the ideal, but the very fact
of slim bodies, the routines of designing on thin bodies, the materiality of samples, and so on. The
stimulating research by Ashley Mears (2010) on the reasons for the thinness of fashion models, later in-
corporated in the fifth chapter of her book Pricing Beanty (Mears, 2011), helps us go into more detail:
I will rely on her empirical observations to interpret them leveraging the practice approach. Mears ob-
serves that the thinness of the models is considered an obvious fact by the professionals of the fashion
industry, something taken for granted that does not require explanations. Models incorporate a natu-
ralized vision of female beauty, shared by all those who practice fashion. If, however, they are urged to
explain, agents, stylists and editors often attribute the responsibility for such situation to fashion design-
ers: it is the designers who ask for very thin models, because — this is the most widespread rhetorical
image — the models must perform the function of hangers. Clothes fit better on tall and thin bodies.
The rhetoric of the hanger, however, must not deceive us. I agree that a thin body interferes less than a
fat one with the shape of the garment it wears, but if this is the only reason for the thinness of the mod-
els I wonder why their average measurements have changed over time. The functional reason cannot be
exhaustive. In fact, if designers are asked why they develop their designs in such small sizes, they answer
— says Mears (2011, p. 184) — referring not so much to economic or aesthetic reasons, as to tradition:
the sample size is the one they have learned to use at school, that of the dummy they use to develop their
creations, that of the models made available by the agencies. Overall it must be the same, because in the
hectic moments preceding the fashion show there is no time to make adjustments of the clothes on the
bodies of models of different sizes.

Based on Howard Becker’s (1982) theory of the art worlds, Mears traces all this back to the concept
of convention:

As in other art worlds, the accomplishment of fashion looks requires conventions, shared
ways of doing things. Conventions are especially important [...] for cultural intermediaries
to navigate uncertainty and ambiguity in the production process. Conventions can also
make the accomplishment of fashion difficult, should producers ignore them (Mears, 2011,

p-175)-

However, if we reflect carefully on her data, we realize that there is much more here than just con-
vention — which is anyway an important aspect of practices. In the field of fashion we meet aims, goals
and ideals (the ideal of thinness, the goal of getting and preserving certain body measurements) estab-
lished by the practice itself, learned and incorporated by the individuals while learning the practice and
training in the practice, shared and naturalized by the protagonists of the field even against their own
interests. We meet artefacts (clothes, dummies) that have incorporated the rules and routines of the
practice into their form, stabilizing them and making them resistant to change thanks to the solidity of
materials. And we meet bodies (the models’ bodies, in fact) that through a hard and meticulous work
have incorporated what the practice was imposing on them and have turned it into a disposition to ap-
pear and act appropriately. In addition to these elements, there are also aspects that Mears does not
mention or discuss in detail, but which can equally be ascribed to the practice of modelling prior to
the choices of individuals. For instance, there are specific doings and body techniques that have to be
trained to be accepted in the field, such as the walk on the catwalk that I will discuss in the next section.
There are instruction manuals that codify behavioural standards, such as the “how-to” books described
by Wissinger (2015, pp. 146-161) that set standards, rules and best practices for those who wish to join
the field. There are even moods that the practice prescribes to participants, such as the shame of having
put on weight or, in the case of plus-size models, of having lost weight (Czerniawski, 2015, p. 95).

All this forms a bundle of activities that cannot be attributed to the participants’ individual or col-
lective choices, but in a sense constitute an external power that forces the agents:

Ask designers why they book skinny models and they’ll reply that that’s what the agents are
providing. Ask agents why they promote skinny models and they’ll reply that that’s what
the designers want. And around we go. As a structural organization system, the modeling
market appears to be an external force to bookers and clients (Mears, 2011, p. 188; see also
Czerniawski, 2015, p. 63).
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However, this external force, which is external not only to bookers and clients, but also to models, is
not extraneous and coercive towards them, but is accomplished through the performances of the partic-
ipants in the practice. The agents carry the practice and by practicing it enable the practice to establish
itself. Fashion professionals and consumers, including models, enable the practice of thinness to become
a standard in our cultural landscape, so that the tyranny of slenderness is not perceived as a tyranny at
all. The way in which they interpret the thin ideal contributes to perpetuate or modity it.#

Considered from the perspective of the practice approach, the paradox of the persistence of the thin
ideal in the fashion system, and the role played by models in it, are not puzzling any more. What seemed
to be a contradiction from an economic point of view and an irrational behaviour from a cultural point
of view, is in fact a consistent expression of the inertia of a widespread practice.

7 Walking the Catwalk

The second feature of modelling that I will address with the support of the tools forged by the practice
approach is walking the catwalk. The discipline of the models’ body is what elicits interest here, since
their walking on the runway goes far beyond having a generic habitus enabling behaviours that are ap-
propriate to the situation and involves the acquisition of a specific technique of the body, similarly to
what Mauss (1936) observed about the use of high heels.

As mentioned above, far from being mere natural phenomena, fashion models, as they appear to
consumers, are the product of a huge effort, a demanding work that the models themselves, together
with many other professionals of the fashion system, exert on their own body, their behaviour, and
the images that portray them. This activity of construction of the look has become apparent to the
public in the last decades thanks to the proliferation of television programs like America’s Next Top
Model that denaturalize beauty and emphasize the production practices on which it is based (Sadre-
Orafai, 2012). Modelling implies a hard work of disciplining the body to make it fit the expectations of
the system. In the initial stages of the career, this is an explicit, physical discipline regulated by awards
and punishments. The model who wants to join the agency and be promoted with conviction by the
agent has to comply with what he tells her to do about weight, make-up, hair style, clothing and even
the identity with which she introduces herself (age, origin, body measures). Thus the appearance of
the model is “normalized” in a look compatible with the demands of the system. Afterwards, however,
the discipline becomes more and more internalized, based on the surveillance power of the gaze that,
as Foucault taught (1975), is able to render the bodies docile and self-disciplined without the need of
external constraints. The disciplining and normalizing gaze is not just the gaze of those subjects that
are endowed with economic power (agents, clients). It is also internalized by the models, who compare
their bodies to one another and anticipate the judgment of others, regulating themselves and learning
how to comply with the expectations of the fashion system (Mears, 2011, pp. 98-103) .

More specifically, walking the catwalk, too, is a doing learned through physical exercise guided by
a reference community. For the fashion system, walking the catwalk is an art that must be trained and
that involves, as such, rules of perfection. But for every single model the catwalk walk is the product of
hours of apprenticeship according to rules imposed by the system and embodied — literally — step by
step (Mears, 2011, pp. 107-108). How does this assimilation of an affected gait take place? How does the
reference community manage to perpetuate a body technique chiefly justified by taste issues, which are
changing by nature?

Our understanding of this issue improves if we conceive the body technique as a substantial ingre-
dient of the practice of the fashion show. The fashion show is a highly distinctive case of practice. On a
general level, it involves various interdependencies among the general layout of the catwalk, the gait of
the models, the bodies of the models, the clothes displayed, the conventions of the fashion system with
respect to sizes, current fashion trends, social hierarchies internal to the fashion industry and commu-

4. This aspect of the practice approach, which I cannot address here, helps support Entwistle and Slater’s (2012) thesis that
fashion models, unlike what is claimed by feminist interpretations of the thin ideal (Bordo, 1993; Hesse-Biber, 2007),
are not mere tools for the control of female corporeity by a patriarchal capitalist system, but contribute with their own
tastemaker activity to its deployment.
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nication technologies.* A fashion show implies a set of constraints imposed not by a single entity, for
example, an authority, but by the multiplicity of human and non-human stakeholders that constitute a
practice. Even authorities (such as the Chambre Syndicale de la Haute Couture in Paris and the Camera
Nazionale della Moda Italiana in Milan), despite their privileged position, are carriers of the practice and
must respond to the constraints that the practice imposes.

However, the fashion show is a special kind of practice, in the same way as sports are: not only does
it provide a know-how dictated by the practice itself, like all other practices (such as walking or dress-
ing), but it also has a number of specific additional features. First of all, it requires a dedicated training:
models do not learn how to perform in a fashion show simply by living, as it happens with walking or
dressing. Second, it takes place at a particular time clearly demarcated from the rest of the day and in
a delimited space with restrained entrance. Furthermore, its performance requires suspension of all or
almost all other practices of the same kind: one either walks the catwalk or plays guitar. Finally, it es-
tablishes a community of practitioners whose primary social bond consists in the practice itself, not in
other interests or affective relationships: models are not necessarily friends or political mates with one
another. Such features equate the fashion show to several sports, arts, games and amusement practices
that may be considered distinct entities, as suggested by Shove, Pantzar and Watson (2012, p. 7). In fact,
they are circumscribed fields of action and demarcated social spheres easily recognizable through some
demarcation signs, such as the existence of instruction manuals, dedicated time windows, disputes about
standards of excellence, and a specialized equipment (Warde, 2014, p. 291). Using a well-known termino-
logical distinction drawn by Theodore Schatzki — and partially altering its meaning — I'shall call entities
of this kind “integrative practices” (Schatzki, 1996, p. 98), contrasting them with “dispersed practices”
(Schatzki, 1996, p. 1), which are distributed across many domains of human life. While walking is a dis-
persed practice, walking the catwalk is an integrative one. In the case of integrative practices, according
to Schatzki (1996, p. 99), particularly important roles are performed by “explicit rules” (precepts and
instructions) and “teleoaffective structures” (ends, beliefs, emotions). In fact, whereas everyday walking
does not usually have rules or particular purposes, and does not arouse particular emotions, walking the
catwalk involves joining an entity in which rules, goals and emotions are essential.

Also in this case the, empirical material reported by Ashley Mears (2011, pp. 107-110) is very helpful.
I will focus especially on the models’ walking on the runway. In along excerpt from a self-ethnographic
diary, the scholar tells her experience of long and frustrating hours of “walking lessons” made up of
“odd exercises” “just to ‘isolate’ our hips” or “testing our confidence,” examples to be repeated, practical
advice (“take larger steps,” “right shoulder is stift”), emotional suggestions (“when I lead you, I want
you to feel like Cleopatra”; “don’t charge at a man. Come to him. Flirt”). After the account, Mears
concludes:

By working on the body, models are producing a new self, not just a physical surface. They
are crafting sets of feelings and dispositions as well, what Pierre Bourdieu calls babitus. Some
models have an easier time than others enlisting this body/self project, but all explained in
various terms that learning proper comportment, whether on the runway, at photo shoots,
or at castings, comes through physical practice [...]. Learning to be a model is like learning
any craft. It requires immersion in practice before moving from a conscious series of steps
to a tacit knowledge so deeply ingrained in the body that it feels like second nature (Mears,
2011, P. 108).

Mears does not resort to the practice approach to explain fashion shows, but the elements she calls
into question — starting from the concept of habitus — are all signals of the embodiment into a specific
kind of body that is required by the practice of the fashion show. Models do not just learn a walking
technique, but an integrative practice that contemplates, besides the body technique, a dedicated time
(half an hour in preset weeks that occur twice a year), a circumscribed place, a specialized equipment
(high heels), structures (the long and narrow catwalk, see Kiihl 2015, pp. 78-82), doings (walking be-
tween two wings of public keeping the eyes fixed on the wall of photographers piled up at the end of the

5. See, for example, the study on the London Fashion Week by Entwistle and Rocamora (2006), who highlight a number
of spatial, bodily and relational features typical of the fashion show practice, the outcome of which is reproduction of the
hierarchy established in the fashion industry.
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runway), meanings (the thin ideal), etc. The process of incorporating the adequate gait for the catwalk,
as described by Mears, discloses the training of an integrative practice that besides the body technique
prescribes a set of goals, doings, sayings and feelings that the participant must practice. By working on
the body, she states in the excerpt above, “models are producing a new self.” They are crafting “feelings
and dispositions” because training the technique of walking the catwalk also involves learning the fun-
damental affective structures of the fashion show. According to Mears’ observation, by training the gait
models learn to feel “confident, sexy, powerful” (Mears, 2011, p. 108), they change the mode in which
they inhabit their flesh, and meet the expectations raised by the practice. In a few words, they learn to
carry the practice.

Thus, reading the fashion show as an integrative practice enables us to understand the models’ af-
fected gait on the runway not just as a physical technique, a set of movements that are stable because
incorporated in body habits, but as the manifestation of a much more complex bundle of forces that sup-
port each other in maintaining the practice. The model’s physical movement does not just reproduce an
exemplary movement, but performs a whole practice. This means that the specific physical movement
is not linked uniquely to the contingent bodily dispositions of the model, that is, to the fact that she
has trained and incorporated that particular technique. The dispositions are in turn predisposed by the
combined strength of all the elements that make up the practice: place, structures, equipment, doings,
sayings, meanings, etc. The specific physical movement is linked to the model’s bodily dispositions as far
as these are attuned to the physical and mental dispositions of all other human and non-human actors
who participate in the practice.

8 Conclusions

I have argued that applying the practice approach to the professional and social figure of the fashion
model enables a more convincing explanation of some phenomena that are otherwise puzzling. I have
supported this statement with the discussion of two particular examples related to fashion modelling:
the embodiment of the thin ideal by models and the peculiarity of their walking on the runway. In the
first case, the practice approach makes it possible to highlight that the models’ thinness does not just
meet an irrational and paradoxical ideal, but manifests an inherent character of the fashion system. In
the second case, the practice approach encourages us to interpret the unnatural aspect of the models’
walking on the runway as the manifestation of a set of constraints that go far beyond the simple way of
walking and concern their belonging to the fashion practice.

More in general, the practice approach allows us to focus on a social force that would otherwise es-
cape the observer’s eye, namely, the power of practice. Some social phenomena cannot be explained
through the traditional categories of sociological analysis. For example, the persistence of the ideal of
thinness in the fashion system seems contradictory if analyzed on the basis of economic interests, in-
dividual beliefs or social structures. But if studied with the conceptual tools displayed by the practice
approach, it appears as the striking manifestation of the inertia that bodies, materials, routines, skills
and meanings of the practice of fashion impose on its participants. These, in turn, do not perceive such
inertia as a constraint because they are the hosts of the practice, actual interpreters of what the practice
expects to be done. The great renunciation by fashion of the potential profit coming from fat bodies
is not a choice and it is not actually a renunciation, since fat fashion is not a possibility that the fashion
practice currently contemplates. Likewise, the curious gait of the models on the runway is not a proof of
style, and neither is it the curious movements of tango dancers on the dance floor. In both cases, they are
the embodied manifestations of integrative practices, which impose not only certain patterns of move-
ment on their carriers, but a complex amalgam of bodily movements, mental settings, artefacts, norms
and everything else that contributes to implement the expectations of the practice towards practitioners.
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Abstract

The present paper intends to propose a methodological framework inspired by second generation
practice theories and by John Law’s concept of enactment for the study of subcultures related to
music and style, as a way to circumvent the frontal contraposition between subculturalist and post-
subculturalist approaches that characterize the field. Addressing the case of goth (or dark, as the sub-
culture isknown in Italy) in Milan in the 1980s, the paper shows how the subculture was not internally
homogeneous, but also how its internal variations did not simply depend on personal interpretations.
In Milan, in fact, it was possible to observe different and stabilized ways of enacting dark, depending
on the bundle of practices in which subcultural participation unfolded: the activist enactment, the
music club enactment, and the loner enactment. The three enactments shared the same canon of sub-
cultural resources (music, style, literature, cinema, figurative arts, and others), and yet they differed
for relevant aspects as stance to political engagement, forms of socialization, relationship with urban
public space, and ultimately forms of identity construction.

Keywords: Subcultures; Post-Subcultures; Enactment; Social Practices; Post-Punk.

From the late 1990s, the research field on punk, post-punk and other youth cultures related to mu-
sic has been characterized by an uninterrupted quarrel between subculturalist and post-subculturalist
scholars about the heritage of the influential approach of the Birmingham’s Centre for Contemporary
Cultural Studies (Hall & Jefferson, 1976; Hebdige, 1979). This debate, that has been already critically
discussed in all its complexity (Blackman, 200s; Magaudda, 2009; Bennet, 2011), has led to what for
some is a stalemate over key concept of subculture (Hodkinson, 2016; Woodman & Wyn, 2016): On
the one hand, subculturalist scholars — who take on the heritage of the School of Birmingham — de-
fend its persistent adequacy (Shildrick & MacDonald, 2006), and if anything aim to revamp the con-
cept to address more recent forms of subcultural participation (Hodkinson, 2002); on the other hand,
post-subculturalist scholars, inspired by postmodern theories, consider the concept of subculture as un-
amendable (Muggleton, 2000; Bennet, 2015), and propose to dismiss it in favour of alternative concepts
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like neo-tribes (Bennet, 200s), lifestyles (Miles, 2000), scenes (Straw, 1991; Frith, 1995), and others (Hes-
mondhalgh, 2005).

The implications of the original concept of subculture that are at stake are plural and multi-faced,
and can be traced back to three main topics. First of all, they regard issues of authenticity, in particu-
lar in front of the commercialization and mediatization of the subculture: post-subculturalists lament
how the concept would “effectively [produce] [...] an abrupt theoretical dichotomy between the au-
thentic subcultural members, and the incorporated followers of commodified [(and mediatized, A/N)]
subcultural fashions” (Muggleton, 2000, p. 21). In second instance, they regard the relationship with
class: In this case, post-subculturalists lament how the concept of subculture would be flawed by so-
ciological determinism, since it would imply an understanding of “class [...] [as] a structure with the
casual power to generate subcultures as counter-hegemonic responses to specific historical contradic-
tions” (Muggleton, 2000, p. 20). In this way, the concept would fail to account for the effective class
heterogeneity of subculturalists. In what follows I will deal with these two first issues only in relation to
a third and last point, that for post-subculturalists would regard a “fallacy within subcultural theory to
deal with plural authenticities and plural structures of meanings within the same subculture” (Hannerz,
2015, p. 13). Stressing on the “collective and shared dimensions” (Magaudda, 2009, p. 303)" of the forms
of identity construction related to style and music, in fact, the concept of subculture would describe
these identities as homogeneous, persistent in time, and coherent. From the 1990s on, on the contrary,
post-subculturalist have been depicting (post-)subcultural affiliation not only as ephemeral and fluid,
but also as prone to individual idiosyncrasies and variations (Bennet, 1999 & 2000; Miles, 2000). This
theoretical alternative is increasingly lamented by contemporary scholars as inadequate to make sense of
the complexity of empirical cases: as noted by Erik Hannerz, in fact, “the postmodern approach conceals
similarities through a focus on difference, [while] the ‘new’ subcultural theorists all too often substitute
difference for similarity, arguing that the heterogeneity of style is a matter of individual interpretation
of the collectively shared” (2015, p. 15).

The point I will make here is that interrogating (post-) subcultural participation through the lenses
of practice theory can methodologically help to account for “plural structures of meanings within the
same subculture.” Moreover, a practice-centred approach can also help to circumvent the other two
issues at the centre of the present stalemate over the concept of subculture, contributing therefore to
open a new common methodological ground for empirical investigations done from a subcultural and
post-subcultural perspective. To make this point, I will address the case study of Italian — or better,
Milanese — goth? in the 1980s.

The case of Milanese goth — or dark, as the subculture was known in Italy — has been chosen for
two reasons. First of all, to contribute to the study of Italian sub- and counter- cultures of those years:
A topic so far almost deserted by the Italian academia (De Sario, 2009; Tosoni, 2015), notwithstanding
the present rising interest for subcultures in non-Anglo-Saxon contexts (Guerra & Moreira, 2017). In
second instance, exactly because it cannot be addressed in an adequate way neither through a strictly sub-
culturalist, nor through a post-subculturalist approach. On one hand, in fact, the subculture shows high
indicators of what Hodkinson’s revamped subculturalist approach calls “subcultural substance”: cornsis-
tent distinctiveness (“the existence of a set of shared tastes and values which is distinctive from those of
other groups and reasonably consistent,” p. 30); commitment (the “tendency for concentrated and con-
tinuous practical involvement among participants,” so “to influence extensively the everyday lives of
participants,” p. 31); autonomy (indicating that “a good proportion of the productive or organizational
activities which underpin [a subculture] are liable to be undertaken by and for enthusiasts,” p. 32); and
identity (the “perception that they are involved in a distinct cultural grouping and share feelings of iden-
tity with one another,” p. 30-31). Yet, in contrast with subcultural theory inspired by the School of
Birmingham, the subculture also shows high levels of internal differentiation. On the other hand, and in
contrast both with “new” subcultural and post-subculturalist theories, these internal variations cannot

1. Throughout the text, translations of non-English sources are by the author.

2. For insiders’ introductions to the subculture, see Baddeley, 2006 & 20105 Scharf, 2o11. For a scientific scrutiny of goth in
the 1990s in UK and Germany, see Hodkinson, 2002 and Brill, 2002. For an historical perspective on goth’s origins and
development after the 1980s, see Spracklen & Spracklen, 2018.
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be reduced to the individual level, and “to individual distinction, of tweaking a singular shared meaning
so as to stand out as unique” (Hannerz, 2015, p. 16).

A practice-centred approach shows instead how in the 1980s, the internal heterogeneities of the sub-
culture were “structured and structuring” (Hannerz, 2015) Milanese dark in a number of distinct and
stabilized forms, depending on the different nexus of social practices (Schatzki, 1996) in which subcul-
tural participation unfolded. Borrowing a concept from the field of Science and Technology Studies,
we will refer to these structured variations as different enactments of dark (Tosoni, 2017), an enactment
being the performative process in which something is actualized in the world through different social
practices (Lien & Law, 2013; Law & Lien, 2013). My point is that different enactments generate from
what we define the same subcultural canon — the common set of cultural and symbolic resources, tastes
and values that define the consistent distinctiveness of the subculture (Hodkinson, 2002)? — different
forms of subcultural identity.

In what follows I will proceed in four steps: in the next two sections I will sketch the tenets of a
tully-fledged practice-centred approach to subcultural participation, and of an enactment approach to
subculturalists’ identity construction. In the third section, I will present the three main enactments of
dark in Milan in the 1980s: the activist enactment, the music club enactment, and a third one — the
loner enactment — where subcultural participation was enacted alone, or in small groups often made
up of members of different subcultures. For this part, I will draw on the results of a three-year research
study completed in 2012, based of 24 life stories (Ferrarotti, 2003) of subjects participating to the dark
scene from 1982 to 1991, that led to the publication of the Italian volume Creature Simili. 1l Dark a
Milano negli Anni 8o (Tosoni & Zuccala, 2013).# In the final section I will discuss some of the main
implications of the proposed approach, and I will indicate the empirical and theoretical questions that
remain still open, due to the limits of my case study.

1 Exploring Subculturalists’ Doings through Practice Theory

As pointed out by several authors, the classic take of the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies on subcultures was “primarily grounded in semiotic analyses of style.” (Williams, 2007, p. 576).
Therefore, “the CCCS tended to ignore what subcultural participants actually said or did, focusing in-
stead on ‘reading’ their resistance through style and ritual” (Williams, 2007, p. 577).

From the 1990s onwards, scholars have devoted a growing attention to subcultural practices, inves-
tigated through qualitative interviews and ethnographic observation. Regarding punk, Kirsty Lohman
(2017) reviews “a second wave of studies,” following the semiotic one, that focuses on the ways punk
ideology “manifested itself in DIY and anti-capitalist or anti-corporate economic practices,” and “on
the social practices of punk” (Lohman, 2017, p. 133). In the former strand of research, the author in-
cludes studies by Dale (2012), Gosling (2004), Moore (2004 & 2010), O’Connor (2008) and Thompson
(2004), while in the latter she enlists works by Gololobov et al. (2014), Haenfler (2006), Leblanc (1999),
O’Connor (2000, 2003 & 2004) and Wallach (2008). Regarding goth, whose academic study was un-
dertaken concomitantly to Lohman’s second wave in punk studies, researchers have devoted from the

3. A prominent role in the dark canon was played by music (i.e., goth, new wave and post-punk) and style, but it also in-
cluded specific cultural resources in literature (e.g., the poetry of Charles Baudelaire), cinema (e.g., German expressionism),
figurative arts (e.g. Dadaism) and others. I adapted the concept of canon from the field of fan studies, where it refers to
the “legitimate materials” (Newman, 2008, p. 59) of a franchise, defining a “binding set of resources” (/bidem, p. 60) for
fandoms’ participatory cultures. Being the result of constant negotiations between fans, and between fans and production
(Gray, 2010; Leow, 2011; Liebler & Chaney, 2007) a canon is to be considered always open and dynamic. Adopting the
concept to account for the consistent distinctiveness of a subculture, I intended therefore to underline the shared, but also
negotiated, dynamic, and sometimes controversial nature of the subcultural canon. For a broader discussion of the con-
cept of subcultural canon, and for a description of the practices of assemblage of the canon of dark, see Tosoni & Zuccala
(forthcoming, chap. 7).

4.  The 24 interviewees were selected following criteria of typological variation along the variables of gender, of place of
residence (in Milan or in the neighboring towns), of generation (subculturalists the entered the scene in the first or the
second half of the 1980s), and of the role in the scene (simple participants, and organizers, DJs, editors of fanzines, members
of a band). Life stories lasted from 2 to 6 hours, and were collected in 1 to 3 rounds. For a detailed presentation of the
approach, see Tosoni & Zuccala (2003; forthcoming).
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very beginning a great deal of attention to subculturalists’ doings. In the not so vast literature available,
scholars have addressed practices as diverse as subcultural events attendance (Brill, 2007; Hodkinson,
2002; Spracklen & Spracklen, 2018); stylistic practices (Hodkinson, 2002), especially in relation to gen-
der construction (Brill, 2007 & 2008; Goulding & Saren, 2009); media-related practices (Hodkinson,
2002 & 2003; Spracklen & Spracklen, 2018); religious and parareligious practices (Powell, 2007; Healey
& Fraser, 2017).

Yet, as underlined by Theodor Schatzky,

a wide variety of theorists today use the expressions “practices” or “social practices” in the
absence of an elaborated or even explicit conception of practices. These expressions are also
often used almost unreflectively, in a way that suggests that the writer or speaker believes that
his/her subject matter is a form of, or rooted in, human activities (Schatzky, 2012, p. 14).

In alarge part of these studies — on goth, punk or other subcultures/lifestyles — the concept of prac-
tices is indeed underdiscussed and assumed in a taken for granted way as a generic synonym of “things
that subculturalists do”, the few exceptions being based on the appropriation (and decontextualization)
of some key concepts from the theoretical framework of Pierre Bourdieu, like habitus (Powell, 2007;
Driver, 2011; Branch, 2014), field (O’Connor, 2008 & 2016) or (sub-)cultural capital (Thornton, 1995;
Brill, 2007; Jensen, 2006). The problem here is that differently defined, methodological concepts as
“practice” drive scholars to focus on different aspects of the reality under study, and to frame their re-
search objects differently. Even if the attention to the “things that subculturalists do” has enriched our
understanding of subcultural and post-subcultural participation, this lack of reflexivity risks hindering
the disciplinary dialogue on subcultural practices, and to undermine the attempt to really move beyond
the classical semiotic approach. In this last regard, Christopher Driver notices how, in studies from
the 1990s onwards, “there are a number of underlying epistemological assumptions that need to be re-
evaluated, not the least of which is the conceptualisation of youth cultural practice as a fundamentally
symbolic phenomenon” (2011, p. 975). “The assumption that subcultural practice is significant because
it is symbolic of social and cultural identities” (Driver, 2o11, p. 976) would have led scholars to overlook
the relevance of practices as embodied performances, and as a consequence to miss “the significance of
the affective impact of human experience so central to the production of both selves and scenes” (Driver,
2011, p. 976). Drawing on a case study on hardcore dancing known as “moshing”, the author points out
how issues of affection and of bodily competences would “anchor” the self of subculturalists, limiting
their possibilities of nomadism through temporary subcultural affiliations depicted by post-subcultural
scholars.

While sharing Driver’s concerns, I find more problematic, in the light of the present controversy
between subculturalist and post-subculturalists, to side with his proposal to address subcultural prac-
tices adopting Bourdieu’s concept of habitus (Driver, 2011). With this concept, the French sociologist
refers to “the kind of practical sense for what is to be done in a given situation” (Bourdieu, 1998, p. 25),
consisting in an embodied configuration of dispositions, that “are generative principles of distinct and
distinctive practices [...] [and at the same time] also classificatory schemes” (Bourdieu, 1998, p. 8) for
their evaluation. The problem is that Bourdieu’s habitus is strictly related to the subjects’ material con-
ditions and ultimately to class, and is “not only a structuring structure, which organizes practices and
the perception of practices, but also a structured structure: the principle of division into logical classes
which organizes the perception of the social world is in itself the product of internalization of the divi-
sion into social classes” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 170). As we have seen, this strict relation between class and
subcultural practices is exactly one of the points currently under debate between subculturalists and
post-subculturalists. The controversial nature of this hypothesis within the field discourages to take it
on board at the level of the key methodological concept adopted (like it would happen with the concept
of habitus), and demands instead empirical investigation, case by case.

Class relatedness, on the other hand, is not implied by the key methodological concepts of a sec-
ond wave of practice theories that, starting from the 1990s, inspired the so-called practice turn (Schatzki,
Knorr-Cetina & Savigny, 2001) in disciplines and research fields as diverse as sociology, social and po-
litical anthropology, media studies, science and technology studies, and others. Drawing on the works
by early theorists such as Anthony Giddens, Michel Foucault and of course Pierre Bourdieu, authors
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like Theodore Schatzki (1996), Andreas Reckwitz (2002) and Elizabeth Shove (Shove et al., 2012) have
deployed what must be regarded as a practice-centred social ontology, that conceives “the social [...]
[as] a field of embodied, materially interwoven practices centrally organized around shared practical
understandings. This conception contrasts with accounts that privilege individuals, (inter)actions, lan-
guage, signifying systems, the life world, institutions/roles, structures, or systems in defining the social”
(Schatzki, 2001, p. 12). This implies the reversal of the perspective of all alternative approaches — includ-
ing class-based approaches: the primacy goes in fact to the nexus of practices in which a specific portion
of a social reality consists, while all the other theoretical issues are to be interrogated in relation to said
nexus. For the study of subcultures and post-subcultures, this implies centring the primary analytical fo-
cus on the practices in which participation unfolds, and interrogating all the issues typical of the research
field in relation to them, including issues of identity construction and authenticity.

In this respect, a rigorous definition of “practice” is methodologically of pivotal relevance. While
“social theorists agree that there is no such thing as a coherent, unified ‘practice theory’” (Postill, 2010,
p- 6), all practice theorists “uphold [...] that practices consist in organised sets of actions, that practices
link to form complexes and constellations — a nexus — and that this nexus forms the ‘basic domain of
study of the social sciences’ (Giddens, 1984, p. 2)” (Hui, Schatzki & Shove, 2017, p. 1). Moreover, they all
conceive practices as double articulations: “of activities [or actions] as tasks with a function in an overall
teleological architecture; and of activities as bodily performances, coordinated in their enactment in
complex choreographies.” (Tosoni & Turrini, 2018, p. 286). Finally, all theorists agree on the relevance
of material “objects, infrastructures, tools, hardware and the body itself” (Shove et al., 2012, p. 23) in
the organization and unfolding of a practice, even if there is disagreement on conceiving these socio-
material elements as basic constituents of social practices (e.g., Shove et al., 2012, pro; Schatzki, 2002,
contra). More specifically, Theodor Schatzki maintains that the organization of a practice depends on
four “types of items”:

(1) actionunderstandings, which are abilities to carry out, recognize and respond to partic-
ular actions; (2) rules, which are formulated instructions, directives, admonishments,
and the like; (3) teleoaffective structures, which contain enjoined and acceptable ends,
enjoined and acceptable projects and actions to carry out for those ends, and enjoined
and acceptable emotions; and (4) general understandings — of matters germane to
the practice (Schatzki, 2009, p. 39).

This definition of practices seems particularly apt to set the ground to deal with issues of “plural au-
thenticities and plural structures of meanings within the same subculture.” First, because it underlines
how practices are always inherently social, whether they are undertaken alone or with other people.’
The general understandings, the action understandings, the rules and the teleoaffective structures that
organize them are in fact always shared among practitioners, and do not depend on the idiosyncrasies
of the individual practitioner. This does not mean that each single practitioner cannot hold individual
interpretations of the practice, or that they cannot eventually break its rules: yet, in light of the overall
organization of the practice, to expert practitioners these interpretations appear indeed as individual in-
terpretations, and these behaviours as transgressions (or as innovations) of the practice. In this respect,
by adopting this definition of practice we can account for the presence of individual interpretations of
the subculture, and at the same time for its consistent distinctiveness.

Secondly, because it underlines how tastes, values, and meanings that define a culture (or a subcul-
ture) are not “free-floating”, but are always “embedded” in specific social practices: (sub-)cultures are
always accessed through, and mediated by, social practices — including practices of media consump-
tion. The engagement in different nexus of practices, therefore, may mediate (sub-)cultures differently.
Moreover, this conceptualization also underlines how practices are characterized both by specific action
understandings and teleoaffective structures, and by “general understandings”, that “in Schatzki’s (2002)
formulation, [can be] [...] common to many practices” (Welch & Warde, 2017, p. 184). In this respect,
this definition of practice also allows us to account for the consistent distinctiveness of a subculture (to be

5. Among others, Kirsty Lohman (2017) counterposes punk’s “social” and “individual” practices, the former implying social-
ization with other members.
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acknowledged in its canon of symbolic and cultural resources, tastes and values), and at the same time
for a plurality of forms of subcultural identity and authenticity (deriving from the specific understand-
ing, rules, and teleoaffective structures of a practice, or of a nexus of practices): a point that, under a
methodological point of view, will be addressed adopting the concept of enactment from the field of
science and technology study.

2 Exploring Subcultural Identities through an Enactment Approach

David Muggleton and Rupert Weinzierl (2003) have underlined how “different applications of the work
of both Bourdieu and Butler have helped to establish a resolutely anti-essentialist approach to subcul-
tural theory” (p. 11): since the late 1990s, the idea that subcultural “identities are not ontologically distinct
or pre-existent, but are brought into being, constructed and replayed through every day actions, dress,
adornment and other cultural practices” (Evans, 1997, p. 181) has become a tenet in the field. Since then,
several authors have generically termed “enactment” the process of performative and discursive subcul-
tural identity construction, authentication or invalidation (e.g., Piano, 2003; Stahl, 2003; Goulding &
Saren, 2009; Hannerz, 2015). While adopting this same term, I give to the concept a more restrictive
meaning, reconnecting it to the practice-centred approach outlined so far, where “fixed social concepts,
such as nation or gender [...] [are reformulated] as processes of enactment and (specific) categories of
practice (e.g., Brubaker, 1996; Butler, 1993)” (Welch & Warde, 2017, p. 184).

This conceptualization of enactment is derived from John Law and Marianne Elisabeth Lien’ inves-
tigations into empirical ontology (Lien & Law, 2011; Law & Lien, 2013), in the context of what some
scholars have defined as the “turn to ontology” in Science and Technology Studies (Woolgar & Lezaun,
2013). Law and Lien’s empirical ontology moves, in fact, from concerns that are very close to the ones we
are dealing with, consisting in “handl[ing] empirical difference” (Law & Lien, 2013, p. 364) in ‘entities’:
Atlantic salmons in their case, subcultural identities in ours. Their approach addresses these differences
by “focusing on practices rather than people or groups” (Law & Lien, 2013, p. 364), and it entails two
key “methodological moves”:

A salmon is not general but specific. It depends on how “it” is being done in practice. We
do without the assumption that there are salmon out there with a definite form, in exis-
tence outside the practices in which they are being done. That is the first move. And then,
here’s the second, it follows that since those practices aren’t the same, different and multiple
salmon subsist in different and multiple worlds. This, then, follows once we study ontology
empirically. There is no ordered ground separate from practices and their relations. If there
is order, it is a provisional and specific effect of practices and their ordering relations. There
is no “salmon” behind the various practices that do salmon (Law & Lien, 2013, p. 366).

These methodological moves represent a valuable leverage to avoid what Alan O’Connor defines
“substantive thinking” (2016) on subcultural identities, and that on his opinion still characterizes the
field notwithstanding the aforementioned anti-essentialist turn. In substantive thinking, as O’Connor
clarifies for punk,

the author [...] seeks to describe and typify punk subculture. [...] [E]xamples or instances
that do notfit the author’s model are written off as exceptions or anomalies. Much academic
writing on punk in effect constructs an ideal type (in Max Weber’s sense) that might be
useful as a thought experiment, but that completely sets aside the diversity within actual
punk scenes. (O’Connor, 2016, p. 68).

Along the same lines Erik Hannerz (2015) laments that “even when different kinds of participants are
included [in a sample] they are nevertheless ordered according to commitment and authenticity, with
one group of participants being [ ...] given the privilege of defining the others” (pp. 192-193), concealing
as a consequence “plural authenticities and plural structures of meanings within the same subculture.”

An enactment approach, on the contrary, does not move from the construction of an ideal type, or
from endowing one “group” with the privilege of defining the authenticity of the others: instead, it does
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without the assumption thata subcultural identity — dark, in our case — has a definite form outside the
social practices in which it is enacted mobilizing the subcultural canon, and since these practices aren’t
the same, it assumes that there are different and multiple forms of subcultural identities: different and
multiple darks.

Under a methodological point of view, this entails starting from mapping the practices in which the
subcultural canon is put into play — going dancing, consuming, being politically active and so on and
so forth. From the analysis of the life stories gathered for the present case study, three different kinds
of practices emerge: (1) practices that are common to all life stories, and that are deemed of key rele-
vance for subcultural participation: basically, practices of cultural consumption and stylistic practices;
(2) practices that are common to a part of the sample, and that are deemed of key relevance for sub-
cultural participation: as we will show in the next section, these practices define the differences among
enactments. For example, political participation is deemed of key relevance within the politically en-
gaged enactment, while going dancing is one of the core practices of the music clubs enactment; and
finally (3) other practices, that subjects do not deem as of key relevance for subcultural participation
(and yet, as we will see, they can be shaped by subcultural participation).

In sum, each enactment unfolds in a nexus of practices of the three kinds, where practices of the
second kind mark the differences among enactments. Here, three further observations are needed: first,
a practice of the second kind — deemed as of key relevance in an enactment — can appear as a practice
of the third kind in another enactment: for example, as we will see, political participation can appear in
the life stories of subjects engaged in the music clubs enactment, and in the same way subjects in the po-
litically engaged enactment may go to dance, yet these practices are held as “individual” and “personal”,
and as irrelevant for subcultural participation. Second, “deeming a practice of key relevance” is not a
matter of individual perception, because it is related to social criteria of authentication or invalidation
of subcultural identities within each enactment. Or rather, to social criteria of attribution of subcul-
tural capital in Thornton’s sense (1995) — an ideological resource through which subculturalists acquire
arespected status — since, as we will see, the only subcultural identities that are invalidated throughout
our sample are the ones of weekenders and “part-time” darks. This implies a relevant theoretical point:
subcultural capital is acquired in different ways within different enactments, and has value within each
enactment. Finally, while we find his practice-centred approach very inspiring, we resist O’Connor’s
proposal in considering a subculture — in his case, punk — as a field in Bourdieu’s sense, or “a rela-
tively autonomous area in which specialized activities take place” (O’Connor, 2016, p. 69), because, as
we are going to show, every enactment unfolds within multiple fields, because these fields can differ from
enactment to enactment, and because “aspects of subcultural motivation, practice, understanding and
identity connect to broader equivalents across so-called ‘normal’ or ‘mainstream’ society” (Hodkinson,
2016, p. 569).

3 Enacting Dark in Milan 1982-1991

Milanese dark in the 1980s represented the local appropriation of a canon of symbolic resources (a shared
set of values and tastes in music and style, but also in literature and art) deriving mainly from the UK.,
and usually intercepted through mainstream, independent and niche media (Thornton, 199s). Yet, in
line with the literature on the reception of music-centred subcultures outside their context of origin
(for Italy, see, for example, Wright, 2000; Androutsopoulos & Scholz, 2003; Baldini, 2010; Botta, 2012;
Persello, 2016), the subculture cannot be regarded as a mere emulation of UK goth: in the process of
appropriation, in fact, its canon was enriched and partially transformed, and took new and specific
meanings deriving from the socio-political conditions of the local context. Moreover, this process of
appropriation cannot be regarded as a homogeneous and monolithic phenomenon: on the contrary, it
took different forms depending on the different ways dark was was locally enacted. As anticipated, in
Milan in the 1980s, it was possible to identify three main enactments of dark: the activist enactment, the
music clubs enactment and the loner enactment.
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3.1 Creature Simili: The Activist Enactment of Dark

“Creature Simili” — “Kindred Creatures” — was the name used in the early 1980s at the anarchic punk
squat Virus to address those people who hung out there, and yet were not regarded as “real” punks.
What marked their difference in the eyes of punx® was not only their style — the dark’s total black — or
the music they preferred — post-punk and goth? definitely more than the hardcore punk that was all the
rage at the squat in those years. More relevantly, Creature Simili were considered politically ambiguous
because they did not find themselves at ease with the rigid line of frontal political contraposition that
the squat had chosen. In years in which the repression of the political movements of the 1970s was still
harsh (Mudu & Piazza, 2016), in fact, the Virusians were engaged in intense political activism, through
leafleting, public protests, and occasional clashes with the police. Moreover, all the cultural activities
of the squat — such as meetings and assemblies — were rigidly politicized, and all mandatorily revolv-
ing around issues of resistance to the repression, and of defence of the squat and other “freed spaces”.
The rules on grating the access to the Virus’ stage were a clear example of this cultural approach: all the
bands that were invited to play (like Wretched and Negazione) addressed in their lyrics the same political
themes that were of concern to punx. No band could perform if they weren’t participating to the polit-
ical activities of the squat. Other issues did not receive much attention, including those that were held
as crucial by Creature Simili: existential issues related to identity and self-expression, to the body and to
alternative sexuality. In the same way, while punx could privately “indulge” in forms of expression like
art, literature, theatre or even just dancing, these practices were by and large perceived as not relevant
for the political struggle and therefore dismissed as of secondary relevance for the subculture: they were
perceived as practices of the third kind, when not looked down at as forms of political disengagement.

While identifying with the anarchic political beliefs of the squat, Creature Simili found this cultural
line too suffocating, and deaf to the new existential concerns that were arising at those times: concerns re-
lated to identity and self-determination in a society where the neoliberal values had become mainstream.
Conversely, they found these anxieties resonating deeply within the UK post-punk music of those years,
and with the cultural resources it was deeply intertwined with: from French existentialism to the histor-
ical avant-gardes, from the theatre of Antoin Artaud and Lindsay Kemp to novels by Kafka, from the
Poétes Mandits to the Italian Scapigliatura.

People from the Virus were not really into that kind of thing. They only wanted bands
who were politically engaged, so theyd only talk about Crass, Flux of Pink Indians, Anti
Cimex: anarchist bands that resonated with their experiences. And this was because punx
were undoubtedly interested in music, but they were interested in politics even more. If you
spoke with someone who bung out at the Virus, of course they knew who Siouxsie and the
Banshees were. Or Joy Division. Or Killing Joke. But these bands didn’t fir very well
with their way of seeing things. I mean... Baubaus never sang about anarchy, occupations
or protesting nuclear weapons and war. (Roy, M)

Some events exacerbated these divergences, like the protest against the Italian band CCCP in Febru-
ary 1984, when the band was invited to play at the squat by Creature Simili and was harshly contested
by the punx (Tosoni, 2015b). The group left the Virus, created a new collective, and officially called it
with that same name they were already informally using: Creature Simili.

In any case, leaving the squat did not imply political disengagement. The new collective kept partic-
ipating in the political activities of the Virus, and started to organize others on their own. They called
them “mental attacks”: sorts of situationist actions performed on Saturday afternoons in the main com-
mercial streets of Milan, aimed at sensitizing people to the lack of non-commercial social spaces in the
city.

The enactment of dark proposed by Creature Simili was very visible and influential not only in Milan
and in Northern Italy, but also all over the country. Since 1982, in fact, Quelli di Amen (The People of
Amen) — a relevant group within Creature Simili — published Amen, the first and most important

6. The “X” in “punx” was the way in which anarcho-punks marked their difference in graffiti and leaflets from other, non-
activist enactments of punk.

7. For a musicologist approach to goth music see Elferen & Weinstock (2016).
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Italian dark fanzine. Amen was distributed all over Italy in more than two thousand copies, and each
issue included a tape of Ttalian post-punk bands. Asitwas typical of this enactment of dark, the editorial
line of the fanzine included music along with political issues related to religion, nationalism, sexuality
and gender:

[We devoted a lot of ] attention to sexuality [...}, to the urgency of getting rid of the archaic
legacies of the past [...], [to] transgender, homosexuality, self-determination |[...]. At that
time, we thought that Amen was more an anomaly than an integral part within the dark
scene, but I realize now that for many people we were a point of reference. We were so surprised
to sell so many copies and receive so many letters. (Angela, F)

By 1984, thanks to their political activities, Creature Simili had gained a reputation within what was
left of the radical left in the city, savaged by the on-going repression. After some failed attempts to oc-
cupy an independent space, they were hosted within Leoncavallo, at that time the mostimportant squat
run by Autonomia Operaia (Autonomism) (De Sario, 2012). At Leoncavallo, in fact, Quelli di Amen
had successfully organized several Italian dark bands gigs since 1982, with a success that was unforeseen
even to the organizers themselves.® This space, called Helter Skelter, soon became one of the reference
points for the dark scene of all of Northern Italy and Switzerland. The cultural line proposed by Hel-
ter Skelter was once again characterized by the same radically politicized and activist stance that had
already been typical of Creature Simili and Amen, blending cultural activities of international level —
with bands, artists and filmmakers invited from all over Europe — with political actions. This experi-
ence, that among the other things introduced cyberpunk in Italy (Nacci, 2018), lasted until 1987, when
it came to an end (due to an internal crisis within its organizing group), together with the enactment of
dark it promoted.

3.2 Enacting Dark in Music Clubs

The end of the Helter Skelter didn’t imply the end of the first dark-wave in Milan, since the activist
enactment was not the only one in the city. A second relevant one had in fact emerged during 1983, in
the alternative music club scene spread all over Northern Italy, that had its centre at the Milanese disco
Hysterika: in this enactment, going dancing was in fact a practice of the second kind. As punks had
initially looked down on Creature Simili, Creature Simili looked down on people enacting dark in this
different way, considering them interested only in the most superficial aspects of the subculture.

At the beginning, we kinda laughed at them, because it seemed just fashion to us: something
very superficial. (Nino, M)

For Creature Simili, in fact, the authenticity of subcultural identities had to be certified with co-
herence between cultural consumption, style and involvement in active political commitment: in this
enactment, activism was a practice of the second kind. On the contrary, for the participants of the alter-
native music club scene, activism was a practice of the third kind: even if many of them were politically
active on a personal level, activism was regarded as not relevant to enact dark:

The problem was that we were non-politically active, as they used to say: we didn’t go around
putting up posters; we didn’t organize concerts. We did participate at demonstrations: many
of us did. But we didn’t participate as a group. (Sergio, M)

People involved in this second enactment of dark had, in fact, a completely different take on poli-
tics. Dismissed the hope of changing society that characterized the radical movement of the 1970s, for
Creature Simili (as for punx), active political struggle assumed an ethical value in itself, and became a
relevant aspect of identity: as we have stated, it certified subcultural authenticity. For the people in the
disco club enactment, on the contrary, there was no point in paying the high personal price implied by
an hopeless political activism under the harsh repression of the state. Resistance had rather to be carried

8. See Section 3.3.
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out through identity politics, and at a cultural level. Yet, this silent refusal to adopt the new values of
hedonism and consumerism had to be publicly exhibited through the visual shock provoked by dresses,
makeup and hair styles. Especially for women, this shock factor was a way to refuse and deconstruct the
gender stereotypes promoted by television and other media at that time:

I didn’t wear makeup properly. It would be more correct to say that I drew stuff on my
Jace: spiders, bats, spider webs. I wore miniskirts, torn stockings, and big long shirts that
completely bid my body. And of course, smeared lipstick. I didn’t care that people found me
ugly, unattractive and not feminine at all. If being feminine meant being [what was shown
in television ], then I preferred not to be classifiable at all. (Sara, F)

This sort of identity politics overheated the relevance of fashion and style, and of urban spaces (in
particular, the city centre) as a sort of theatre: a stage where to show off the refusal of mainstream values.
Not surprisingly, within this enactment, style was by far more spectacular than in the politically activist
one, and seen with some suspect by Creature Simili. While adopting similar visual codes they in fact
found it too formulaic, and too much looked after: for darks in the activist enactment urban space
was more a space for political action than a stage where to be seen. For this second enactment, on the
contrary, style was at the centre of the criteria of subcultural identity validation: a poser was not who was
politically disengaged, but who changed their style depending on the occasion, shifting to a conventional
way of dressing to avoid conflict at school, family or workplace. Since aesthetic assumed an ethical value,
a chameleon-like attitude was deprecated as a sort of betrayal. Admittedly, also in this enactment the
way of dressing changed depending on the situation and on the specific practices in which darks were
engaged: especially in discos and clubs, attended on a regular basis, clothes were more sophisticated and,
especially for women, also more openly seductive and sexualized (Brill, 2008) than in gatherings in urban
public space. Moreover, and in a way that was completely unknown within the enactment of Creature
Simili, being able to dress properly, with taste and creativity, was actually a way to gather subcultural
capital (Thornton, 199s; Brill, 2007). Botched attire could even imply marginalization from the group:

There were differences in style, but in any case style mattered. I remember these guys: we
called them “the prodigies” for their look, because, in our opinion, their style was very coarse.
In our view they were kinda [... ] boorish, because of their style, basically. (Paola, F.)

The same applied to the ability to show refined competencies in cultural consumption, especially in
music. Once again, being always up to date and in the know about niche bands inside the goth canon
was an important way to gain a reputation.

Hysterika closed in 1991, and this date could also be symbolically regarded as the end of this second
enactment of dark. Even if in the 1990s new clubs will open in Milan and its hinterland, dark will be
enacted in a new and different way: practices performed in urban spaces — like socializing and “shock-
ing” — will become less relevant, and a strict coherence in style less mandatory, since aesthetic and ethic
would progressively lose their close connection. Dark will become mainly a club culture, and the stylis-
tic hybridization with fetish will hypersexualize clothing. Many of the people who in the 1980s had
brought the alternative music club scene to life will move to the new rave scene, either as participants or
organizers.

3.3 The Loner Enactment of Dark

In Milan, and especially in its hinterland, dark was also enacted in a third way, even if in this case it’s not
possible to properly talk about a third (sub-)scene — if not mediated. Dark, in fact, was also enacted
alone, or in small and isolated groups, not infrequently heterogenous in terms of subcultural identities.
In this case, subcultural belonging — the feeling of being part of a broader symbolic community — was
not sustained by the participation to large groups of people, but mainly through cultural consumption:

There were people who owned so much stuff — vinyl records, books, clothes — and the desire
to accumulate was important. It was something new and different from the previous cultures.
1t was the construction of a personal world, to be furnished piece by piece, and the longing to
create a sort of shelter that was not immediately conflictual. (Roxie, F.)
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Of course, music played a key role, even if this didn’t imply attending music clubs. The practice of
going dancing was in this case a practice of the third kind (not relevant to enact dark), and sometimes
was openly refused as too frivolous. On the contrary, concerts where attended with religious enthusiasm
as sort of rites during which the community, otherwise only symbolic, became temporarily embodied:

1 was almost fifteen and I didn’t go dancing in dark clubs, so attending a concert was some-
thing essential and unique |[... ], it meant feeling part of a community, of a movement. When
everybody was singing the lyrics of a song by The Cure together, and I was among them, I
could finally feel that it was not only me, secluded in my room, obsessively listening to Faith
and Pornography. It was a sort of liberating rite (Sara, F).

Some of these concerts were organized by Quelli di Amen — and at a later point by Helter Skelter
— at the Leoncavallo squat:

The artworks [we used to advertise our concerts] were very targeted, and so we discovered
a whole universe of isolated people dressing in black. You could really feel that these people
had found a situation in which they could recognize each other. For the first time, we saw
s0 many people that probably bad a lot in common, and that bhad developed their interests
in a way that was defiladed, intimate, segregated in closed spaces: they had undergone a
sort of transformation in their own private sphere, with gothic literature, H.P. Lovecraft
and Edgar Allan Poe as milestones, but not overlooking the Italian Scapigliatura movement,
romanticism, and decadent poets. (...) It was very surprising to see so many people sharing a
common identity. (Angela, F)

In any case, the explorations of the subcultural canon were deep and systematic not only in music,
but also in theatre, literature, art, and cinema, often chasing the lavish homages and quotations that
could be generously found in post-punk band lyrics.

Reading fanzines was also very important, and some of them were published regularly — sometimes
in very few copies — by loner darks themselves. In this respect, these darks cannot be regarded as those
subculturalists who Todd Dedman (2011) defines “peripherals” (those who limit their participation to
the subculture to superficial forms of consumption), and who he distinguishes from “purists” (those
who shape the subculture more actively). This enactment of dark had, in fact, its own peripherals and
purists, since isolated darks often had very refined cultural competencies, and were often very active in
the DIY production of music and fanzines.

Publishing and reading fanzines was not the only form of mediated communication within this en-
actment: writing letters all over Italy to a vast network of pen pals (whose addresses could be found in
those same fanzines and magazines) was a practice of primary relevance, and somehow it anticipated the
role that the Internet would play years later (Hodkinson, 2003):

1 started putting ads in music magazines, looking for pen pals, to find people that might
somehow be similar to me. I exchanged letters with so many people [... : sometimes it looked
like my mailbox was about to explode! [...] I met some of them in person, but many wrote
to me from far away, even from Sicily [...]. I understood that many of them were isolated,
Jjust like me, and we all dreamt about London [...]. One of my pen pals even became my first
boyfriend: we exchanged letters for two years before seeing each other for the first time! Then,
later on, I created my own fanzine: Settimo Senso. (Donatella, F)

Finally, this last enactment shared with the music club one the same identity politics and the same
strategy of visual shock performed in public spaces. In many cases, it was expressed in the small towns
neighbouring Milan, where enacting dark in public was harder since it easily carried the risk of verbal
and physical assault. Not surprisingly, for loner darks incoherence in style was therefore deprecated as
a sign of inauthenticity even more than in the music club enactment. In contrast with it, however, also
getting “gothed-up” for concerts, events and other forms of gathering was seen with some suspect, since
too extreme outfits seemed impossible to be adopted also in everyday life. Therefore, while for some the
loner enactment represented a sort of a first step in a subcultural career that would have led them to join
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the other enactments, for many it remained the only proper way to live goth: while sharing with other
darks the same hangouts in Milan — pubs, music shops, clothes shops — they chose never to join larger

groups.

4 Conclusions

As we have seen, a practice-centred approach brings out how in Milan, in the ‘8os, dark took three dif-
ferent forms, depending on the nexus of practices in which subcultural participation unfolded. While
sharing the same subcultural canon, these three enactments of dark had relevant differences. First of all,
they differed in their criteria of subcultural capital attribution (Thornton, 1995) and of authentication
of subcultural identities (Hannerz, 2015). The activist enactment, in fact, required coherence between
style, cultural consumption and political engagement, while the other two coherence in style through-
outall the situations of daily life. Moreover, the loner enactment was more resistant to the radicalization
of style in occasion of subcultural events, and the music club enactment more picky regarding stylistic
and musical competences. Second, they differed in terms of patterns of socialization, with the loner
enactment lived alone or in small and often heterogenous groups — but with intense mail-mediated
social relationships — and the other two implying the participation to large groups of subculturalists.
Third, each enactment also had its own sub-scene: while the urban public space was in fact of key rele-
vance for all of them (yet, with different roles), the squat and the disco clubs circuits remained distinct,
even if the circulation of members between them was quite common, with subculturalist moving from
an enactment (and sub-scene) to another, depending on their own attitudes. Moreover, a relevant part
of the loner enactment’s sub-scene was actually “virtual”, mediated by fanzines and mail exchanges. Fi-
nally, the three enactments differed for stance toward politics, with the lone and disco clubs relegating
activism — central for the first enactment — to subculturalists’ individual choices.

Under a methodological point of view, this approach circumvents the frontal contraposition be-
tween subculturalist and post-subculturalist approaches moving its main focus to social practices. In
this way, it deals with plural structures of meanings within the same subculture at an intermediate level,
without methodologically over-emphasizing neither the collective nor the individual levels of the ex-
perience of subcultural participation. Moreover, and coming to the other two points at stake in the
present debate, it does not methodologically assume nor denies any specific relationships between class
and subcultural participation, but demands the issue to be empirically investigated; and finally, it avoids
“substantive thinking”, not granting to a specific group of subculturalist the privilege to define the au-
thenticity of all the others.?

The approach we have sketched has the ambition to be applicable both to subcultures and post-
subcultures. Yet, it has been tuned up through a grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967)
to address the presented case study. Therefore, it leaves unexplored several theoretical questions whose
answers exceeds its limits. The main one, in my view, concerns the relationship between subcultural
canon and enactments. The canon of dark was in fact particularly stable throughout the 1980s. Even
when specific sub-canons took shape, in those years they didn’t give rise to new enactments, at least in
Milan. It’s the case, for example of the sub-canon of neo-folk, associated to a recognisable style in music
and cloths (more martial, and mimicking military uniforms), whose enactment was an integral part of
the music club one. Under a political point of view, this sub-canon was prone to lean to the extreme
right: interestingly, since political participation and activism were held as matter of personal choices
within the enactment (as a practice of the third kind), this didn’t create a rift, or even particularly harsh
frictions, within a sub-scene that was by and large closer to anarchist and extreme left positions. In any
case, and notwithstanding the specificity of our findings, the relation between subcultural canon and
enactments must be conceived always as a relation of mutual shaping: when performed, the subcultural
canon is always re-established, but also re-negotiated. Addressing other subcultures or lifestyles would
allow to explore different, and more dynamic forms of this relationship.

9. Asan exception, we have not systematically analysed weekenders and part time goths, held as not authentic by interviewees
in all the enactments: properly, this would be a fourth, unanimously invalidated enactment of dark.
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Finally, also some aspects of our research object — the local appropriation of dark — need further
investigation: first of all, because our main focus on the level of enactment led us to neglect the analysis
of the specificities of the local canon compared to the UK one. When dealing with local appropriations
of international subcultures/lifestyles, a complete analysis would require an attention to both the levels
of canon and of enactment. Moreover, the present case study focused on the case of Milan and of its
hinterlands. From twenty follow-up interviews with non-Milanese readers of Creature Simili (Tosoni
& Zuccala, 2013) no other enactments of dark had emerged — even if the three enactments where not
present in all the cities, and sometimes they showed relevant differences. Nonetheless, the representa-
tiveness of the case of Milan for the Italian context cannot be ascertained without extending the analysis
to other local scenes.
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Abstract

The article concentrates on the contamination between practice theory and infrastructure studies by
focussing on the routines and practices related to smartphone use. In order to address on an empirical
ground the infrastructural implications of smartphone-based practices, the article presents the results
of a qualitative research, based on a total of 26 qualitative interviews and one focus group with young
smartphone users, residents of different cities of the Veneto Region in Italy. Theoretically, the article
introduces the notion of infrastructural disclosure, which is adopted in the empirical analysis as an
analytical tool to favour the visibility of infrastructural implications in smartphone practices. Infras-
tructural disclosures do not represent qualities of infrastructures but analytical strategies that bring
to light the often “invisible” and “taken-for-granted” infrastructural qualities in smartphone use. On
this basis, the article addresses five main dimensions of infrastructural disclosures in smartphone use:
electricity, radio signal, data, operative systems and platforms. Finally, after the analysis of these five
main infrastructural dimensions, the authors outline in the conclusion how a stronger emphasis on
infrastructural relationships could improve our understanding of today’s digital media practices.
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1 Introduction

This article explores the contamination between practice theory and infrastructure studies by focussing
on practices and routines related with the use of smartphones. Theoretically, the practice-based ap-
proach elaborated by Shove and colleagues (Shove, Hand, Ingram & Watson, 2007; Shove, Pantzar &
Watson, 2012) on the basis of theoretical work by Schatzki, Knorr Cetina and Von Savigny (2001) and
Reckwitz (2002) had the merit — among other things — to integrate in a robust way the role of ma-
teriality and technology into the study of social practices, outlining how technological devices like the
refrigerator (Shove & Southerton, 2000), consumer electronics (Gram-Hanssen, 2010) or the iPod (Ma-
gaudda, 2011) play a role in the “co-evolution” of social routines and activities. Only very recently have
authors in practice theory (Shove, Watson & Spurling, 2015; Shove, 2016; Shove & Trentmann, 2019)
started to explore more explicitly the idea that technologies are not just artefacts and devices, but they
also exist in infrastructures and socio-technical relationships that occur at larger scales, arguing that dif-
ferent “forms of infrastructural provision co-constitute ‘needs’ and practices” and that “infrastructures
and practices spurred each other on and become entangled in a dynamic that simultaneously constitutes
particular ways of life and related patterns of consumption” (Shove, Trentmann & Watson, 2019, p. 4).

This article aims to advance this ongoing debate in practice theory that connects the study of social
practices with the infrastructural quality of today’s technologically-mediated social organization. To do
this, we explore empirically the nexus between social practices and infrastructures by looking at the situ-
ated uses of mobile digital technologies and notably smartphones. Our starting reflection is that much
work has yet to be done to explore how technologies are important not only for being isolate artefacts,
carrying “scripts” and “configurations” (Woolgar, 1990; Akrich, 1992), but also how they are relevant
for their “infrastructural qualities,” as several everyday technologies have increasingly turned into com-
plex interfaces through which people primarily interact with wider networks, platforms and services.
This shift from technology-as-material-artefacts to technology-as-infrastructural-interfaces is particularly
relevant in relation to digital media technologies and iz primis smartphones, which are distinctively
characterized by opening up the possibility to enact multiple activities.

In order to address on an empirical ground the infrastructural implications of smartphone-based
practices, in this article we present the results of a qualitative research on young smartphone users we
carried out in 2017—2018. The research data are based on a total of 26 qualitative interviews and one
focus group with young smartphone users, residents in different cities of the Veneto Region in Italy (in
the northeast of the country), between 18 and 30 years old. The research’s goal was to collect narratives
related to smartphone use in various dimensions of everyday life. In line with a grounded theory ap-
proach (Charmaz, 2006), a first round of data-coding process allowed to engender descriptive categories
related to the smartphone use; then, on the basis of this work, a second coding process was performed to
generate theory-laden labels, subsequently adopted in the discussion of research findings and to identify
five infrastructural dimensions that, therefore, emerged as outcome of the interpretative process.

Before focussing on the analysis of interviews, in section 2 we will discuss more broadly the theo-
retical background related to the relationship between infrastructures and practice theory; here we will
also introduce the notion of infrastructural disclosure, which will be adopted in the empirical analysis as
an analytical tool to let the infrastructural interactions between smartphones and their users emerge in
a clear way. Infrastructural disclosures occur in moments in which routines and ordinary flows of the
practices related to the smartphone (like messaging, calling, searching the web, listening to music and so
on) are disrupted in a tangible way by the smartphone’s infrastructural properties. These infrastructural
disclosures do not represent qualities of the infrastructures but rather analytical strategies that bring to
light in a manifest way the often “invisible” and “taken-for-grated” (Star & Ruhleder, 1996, p. 113) in-
frastructural qualities of smartphone practices and how these are fully embedded into multiple layers of
socio-technical infrastructures. Then, moving from these theoretical premises, in the following sections
(from 3 to 7), we will address five main dimensions of infrastructural disclosures in smartphone use. Fi-
nally, in the conclusion we will discuss more in depth how a deeper consideration of the infrastructural
dimensions in mobile technology uses will improve our understanding of today’s digital media practices.
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2 Infrastructures, Practices and Infrastructural Disclosures

As previously mentioned, while practice theory has been crucial for advancing the understanding of
materiality of artefacts and technologies for the studying of ordinary consumption, only very recently
have scholars in this area started to look more directly at the intersection between infrastructure studies
and practice theory (Shove, Watson & Spurling, 2015; Shove, 2016; Shove & Trentmann, 2019). In fact,
early contributions in practice theory (Shove, Hand, Ingram & Watson, 2007; Shove, Pantzar & Watson,
2012) somehow shared some of the same limits that affected other nearby approaches to technology
uses, notably the limit that technology is mostly understood in terms of a “user-device” relationship,
without considering how today’s technologies are increasingly embedded and nestled in wider sets of
digital infrastructures. On the contrary, as it has been more recently outlined by Elizabeth Shove (2016),
infrastructures and practices co-evolve, and a closer look at infrastructures can help to enlighten how
distinctive social practices diffuse and how they can contribute to explaining practices’ obduracy and
flexibility.

Despite this recent interest in infrastructures among practice theory practitioners, at least two paths
need to be further explored in this direction. The first path to be further explored is thematic, as the
ongoing work in practice theory about infrastructures is mainly focussed on issues related to the sec-
tors of environment, energy consumption and mobility, and is only marginally (with the exception of
Motley 2019) focussed on mobile communication technologies platforms and, in general, how people
are imbricated in digital data flows in their everyday practices. To enrich the debate, the present article
contributes to expanding the nexus between social practices and infrastructures by focussing directly on
the practices related to the smartphone, the most common mobile digital technology in today’s ordinary
life.

Moreover, as a second path, we also argue that broader theoretical and conceptual work has to
be done to expand the intersections between practices and infrastructures. Indeed, while works from
Thomas Hughes (1983) or Graham and Marvin (2001) are relevant points of departure, as Shove and
Trentmann (2019) outlined in their introduction to a recent book on practices and infrastructure, what
remains to be highlighted in a clearer way is the contribution from the field of “infrastructure studies.”
This scholarship departed from the work of Susan Leigh Star and other colleagues (Star & Ruhleder,
1996; Star & Bowker, 1999), gaining substantial interest in Science €§ Technology Studies in the last decade
(i.e., Edwards, 2003; Bowker, Baker, Millerand & Ribes, 2009; Mongili & Pellegrino, 2014) as well as in
liminal fields like participatory design (i.e. Egyedi & Mehos, 2012; Dantec & DiSalvo, 2013; Pipek &
Waulf, 2009). In Star and Ruledher’s work we can already recognize a robust nexus between practices
and infrastructures, where the latter are seen as immanently linked “with conventions of practice” (Star
& Rubhleder, 1996, p. 113), thus explicitly highlighting the mutual shaping between infrastructures and
practices, as — as they outlined — an “infrastructure occurs when local practices are afforded by a larger-
scale technology” (ibidem, p. 114).

Moreover, the need to take into account more closely the theoretical intersections between practices
and infrastructures also requires that we include in the framework the ongoing debate on the role of
infrastructures in media and communication studies. Indeed, in the last few years the infrastructural
qualities of digital media have been underlined by several media scholars, who converged toward what
can be addressed as an “infrastructural turn” in the study of digital media (i.e. Larkin, 2008; Peters, 2015;
Parks & Starosielski, 2015; Musiani, Cogburn, DeNardis & Levinson, 2016; Balbi, Delfanti & Magaudda,
2016). Asaresult, the notion of infrastructure has influenced several media and communication scholars,
who adopted an infrastructural perspective to disentangle the complex intersection of media materiality,
dematerialized digital content, data organization and collective media practices. For instance, media
theorist Benjamin Peters has proposed an infrastructuralist approach, which is “a way of understanding
the work of media as fundamentally logistical,” in the sense that “the job of logistical media is to organize
and orient, to arrange people and property, often into grids. They both coordinate and subordinate,
arranging relationships among people and things” (Peters, 2015, p. 37). As Lisa Parks remarked

since infrastructures cannot be captured in a single frame, we must read media with an in-
frastructural disposition — that is, when viewing/consuming media we must think not only
about what they represent and how they relate to a history of style, genre, or meanings, but

https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.1971-8853/9469 47


https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.1971-8853/9469

Practice Theory and Media Infrastructures Sociologica. V.13 N.3(2019)

also think more elementally about what they are made of and how they arrived (Parks, 2015,
p- 357)-

The notion of infrastructure allows us to recognize some important characteristics of digital media
and communication: from the changing relevance of technical materiality in communication processes
to the shift from the use of single artefacts to interconnected artefacts, up to the increasing importance
of being always connected for our “deeply mediated” society (Couldry & Hepp, 2017). A specific em-
phasis has been recently put on the relationship between media infrastructures and platforms (Plantin,
Lagoze, Edwards & Sandvig, 2018; Plantin & Punathambekar, 2019; Helmond, Nieborg & van der Vlist,
2019), by examining the convergence of the infrastructural nature of many internet-based services and
the emerging role of platforms in different kinds of media and communication domains (van Dijck,
Poell & de Waal, 2018; Gillespie, 2018). Looking at the nexus between platforms and infrastructures
means considering not only issues like the way the stakeholder—user relationship is mediated by plat-
forms and infrastructures at different scales but also the ideological ground on which social practices
take form through these platforms. Concerning more specifically smartphone practices, recently Maren
Hartmann (2017) adopted the notion of infrastructure by taking into consideration the role of electricity
in relation to smartphone use. Electricity undoubtedly is a fundamental infrastructural dimension in
shaping smartphone practices, even though the infrastructural qualities of these devices go well beyond
this dimension and include a wider set of stratified infrastructural dimensions overlapping each other.

Hence, to unfold these multiple and stratified infrastructural layers that contribute to the co-shaping
of smartphone-related practices, in the following pages we present five main dimensions of infrastruc-
tural disclosures. These infrastructural disclosures are analytical tools allowing us to manifest how the
practices related to smartphones are fully embedded in multiple layers of socio-technical infrastructures
and how, therefore, these also evolve and change as a consequence of how users adapt their activities to
the limitations and opportunities produced by a smartphone’s infrastructural qualities. Thus, the no-
tion of infrastructural disclosure is in line to that of infrastructural inversion, a methodological strategy
introduced by Geoff Bowker (1994) and subsequently developed further by Bowker and Star (1999) to
foreground the invisible work that underlies information infrastructures, focussing on those activities
that warrant the functioning of infrastructure, like maintenance, upgrade and repair. Infrastructural
inversions consist, indeed, in disclosing infrastructure’s routines to expose taken-for-granted practices
as well as the standards and the invisible labour required for make them working and — as the authors
wrote — in “learning to look closely at technologies and arrangements that, by design and by habit,
tend to fade into the woodwork” (Bowker & Star, 1999, p. 34). We will present several examples of in-
[frastructural disclosures, which empirically correspond to moments or situations when the ordinary flow
of smartphone practices is interrupted by some kind of issue, failure or limitations directly connected
with the smartphone’s infrastructural nature. More specifically, in the following sections we will address
five main dimensions of infrastructural disclosures that emerged from the interviews with smartphone
users and are related to electricity, radio signal, data, operative systems and platforms.

3 Electricity: “Obviously, the Battery Does Not Last at All”

The first dimension of infrastructural disclosures related to smartphone use is a quite fundamental one,
being related to the smartphone’s dependence on battery operation and, therefore, on the electrical grid.
In fact, although over the years the batteries of these devices perform increasingly better, their duration,
especially in the case of more intensive uses (for example browsing online, using streaming services or
navigation apps), remains a highly problematic issue.

The dependence of the smartphone on electricity and battery life is reflected in different forms in
the co-shaping of smartphone practices. First, the need to carefully adapt smartphone usage to battery
constraints is recurrent, for instance limiting some of the functions of the device, especially in the last
portion of the day, when it is common to find the battery low. The need to reduce the use of some ap-
plications (“apps”) is so important that a specific feature to perform this task has been incorporated by
manufacturers into the smartphone software, by including automated restrictions provided by the op-
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erating system. Let us consider, for example, the experience of Alberto, who told us about his advanced
system of battery savings, which directly decides which app can be used at certain times of the day:

So, basically I have this app, which I use relatively rarely, that has mostly the purpose of “hi-
bernating” applications and therefore to reduce its use, to reduce [the consumption of ] the
battery. Basically, the applications, even if disabled, are active in the background, and there-
fore by using this app in theory you should save some battery. Then, my phone is always in
“energy saving mode” and in extreme cases I switch on the “advanced energy saving,” which
essentially turns the phone to black and white, to disable all applications, basically allowing
me to use just five or six main applications: phone, messaging, Facebook, all in black and
white, and even the camera is not available. WhatsApp is available, the calculator is available,

the clock, but that’s enough (Alberto, 19).

The problems related to electricity and battery life in smartphone practices assumed a material form
in a distinct accessory, the powerbank, which has become quite common in the last decade, following the
transition from traditional mobile phones to smartphones. The powerbank isa portable battery charged
through the electrical grid and then used as a portable power supply when the smartphone’s batteries
run out. The powerbank helps reveal the smartphone infrastructural dependence by the electric infras-
tructure and, at the same time, it also represents a technical resource allowing new and distinctive uses of
the smartphone. This last possibility emerged from the account by Elisa, who described that she bought
one of these portable batteries after the transition from a traditional mobile phone to a smartphone, at
first just to use it while traveling abroad; however, rather surprisingly, the powerbank turned out to be
a strategic accessory in domestic practices:

In the beginning, when I made the transition from an old-fashioned phone to a smartphone,
the battery obviously did not last at all compared to the Nokia 2210 phone, which lasted as
long as two or three days. The smartphone [lasts] one day and “bye bye.” I was prepared,
in the sense that I saw reviews before buying it and I understood that I had to [accept it].
I adapted and soon I bought a battery, what’s the name? A powerbank! [...] I bought it
more than anything else for my travels, in the sense that when you’re abroad it is much more
difficult to find a socket, so I bought that especially for this reason. Then sometimes I use
it at home, because maybe you get home after a day out, you need to use WhatsApp with
your friends, the phone is already discharged, because you spent a day out, so I plug the
powerbank in and can still chat around home (Elisa, 25).

These examples reveal a distinctive level — that of the electric infrastructure — where infrastruc-
tural disclosures in smartphone practices become manifest. These disclosures show us that, although
smartphones allow diversified practices in mobility, the dependence on the electrical infrastructure con-
tributes to shape users’ practices in different forms. First, many users should adapt their practices to the
constraint coming from their battery’s limitation, reducing some kinds of uses, especially in the second
part of the day. Second, the same smartphone manufacturers included in their devices automated fea-
tures to cope with battery limitations, moulding these devices on the basis of their infrastructural qual-
ities. Finally, a series of specific accessories, primarily the powerbank, deriving from the smartphone’s
dependence on the electricity infrastructure, have become more widespread, expanding the set of uses
and practices.

4 The Signal: “It is More a Problem of Connecting to the Network”

A second dimension of infrastructural disclosures in smartphone practices is represented by the need
for mobile devices to be connected to a cellular network and to physical wireless towers. In recent years,
the signal coverage by the major mobile phone carriers has improved in many countries, including Italy,
where, according to data from the European Commission, phone carriers offer coverage in 3G (HSPA
technology) to 99.4% of residents in the national territory (IHS Markit, 2018, p. 126). However, in prac-
tice, especially (but not only) outside urban areas, the signal is sometimes absent or the signal strength is
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not good enough to use more advanced features, like streaming content or accessing cloud storage. This
is not so much because the official coverage does not correspond to the real service offered but rather
because daily usage conditions can introduce specificissues. For example, a building’s architectural struc-
ture affects the signal, as well as the physical distance from the towers that actually transmit the signal
or the number of users connected simultaneously to a specific tower. In addition, the technical quality
of the reception is also important, as more intensive activities with the smartphone require not only
the presence of a signal but also of an advanced communication standard (3G or 4G) that is able to al-
low activities based on demanding data use, like music listening and multimedia streaming services. For
this reason, a recurring thread in the narratives produced by the interviewees is that sometimes it is not
possible to be connected, as for instance Elisa has told us:

Sometimes Facebook runs slowly or things like that, but this is more about a problem of
connecting to the network, so I cannot say that it is a fault of the smartphone (Elisa, 2s).

The most emblematic example of situated infrastructural disclosure related to the smartphone’s de-
pendence on the cellular network emerged in an exchange with Enrica during the interview. We asked
her which app she had recently uninstalled from her smartphone in order to explore challenging aspects
in smartphone practice. Not remembering which app had been uninstalled, Enrica decided to check the
list of these apps directly through her account on the Play Store, the Android app-distribution platform.
However, probably due to the building structure of the venue where we were doing the interview, it was
not possible to access Enrica’s list:

Maybe, on the Play Store there should be a list of applications that have been installed [and
then removed]. There should be all of them. Now... I do not know why... it does noteven...
itdoes noteven connect! [...] Ido notlike this connection issue! It happens sometimes, I do
not know if it’s the operator’s fault or the phone’s fault, but I think it’s the operator, because
other people have these same problems, the internet connection does not start (Enrica, 19).

Although infrequent, the cases when the smartphone does not work properly because it does not
receive the carrier’s signal is not only a common problem in smartphone practices but also one in which
users experience what has been referred to as a feeling of impotence. As Rino described during the
interview, “people go out of their mind” when their device no longer has a signal:

I’ll give you an example. When I’'m watching a football match or a music concert, I see this
compulsive tendency [to constantly check their smartphone]. And then some people go
crazy if the phone suddenly does not receive a signal or it turns off (Rino, 29).

In short, although it is infrequent to lack a carrier signal, these cases represent eloquent infrastruc-
tural disclosures in smartphone practices, reminding us that the smartphone can be used suitably as long
as it remains physically connected, via radio waves, to a tower that manages the connections to the cel-
lular network. As we have seen, the disconnection from the cellular infrastructure is not an aspect with
merely technical consequences; these infrastructural issues have a direct impact on people’s practices and
even on the ways they experience their existential condition based on being always connected.

5 Data: “Clearly it Consumed my Gigabytes”

The need for a smartphone to have access to digital data constitutes the third dimension of infrastruc-
tural disclosures we will now outline. A permanent connection, in fact, distinguishes the smartphone
from traditional mobile phones, introducing a further infrastructural level in smartphone-based prac-
tices. The clearest aspect regards, on the one hand, the amount of gigabytes available to users, generally
established in the contract with a telephone carrier, and on the other hand, how these gigabytes are man-
aged, especially in relation to those services that are demanding in terms of data, such as watching videos
on YouTube or listening to music on Spotify. At the time of the interviews in 2017, most commercial
offers in Italy did not include more than 2 gigabytes for standard contracts.
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Our respondents often outlined that the limitations related to data management were very relevant
for their smartphone practices, as they had to develop routines compatible with keeping their data con-
sumption under control and pay attention to their activities online. A common practice is using specific
online services only when a Wi-Fi network is available, in order not to affect the amount of data made
available by the carrier. This is, for example, what Simone told us in this regard:

Well, to download applications or photos on my Google account [I use Wi-Fi], otherwise
for normal use I also use the data network. I am a cautious person, in the sense that I don’t
watch videos on Facebook on YouTube. Or, if I watch them, I watch only one or two of
them, because I really want to, but I know what I'm going to do, so I know more or less how
much I consume, I know how much it [data] remains. I am very careful, personally. But
so many times my girlfriend will say to me, “I’ve finished the internet! How is it possible?!”
And T tell her, ”Take alook at the settings of the data network, see what you have consumed
and limit yourself in consumption” (Simone, 20).

The management of the limited data available is an example of how smartphone’s infrastructural
implications significantly contribute to shaping users’ practices related to accessing online content. Data
management participates in shaping several practices, especially in terms of their distribution over time
and space. To save data, users can choose to take advantage of Wi-Fi coverage when they are in places
where this option is available, and they can decide to use certain services only when connected to a Wi-Fi
network. The following experience described by Elisa, in fact, shows us how the rhythms of everyday
life can be retraced on the basis of the transitions from one Wi-Fi network to another, for example from
the home network to the one available at the workplace:

I almost always connect to Wi-Fi. If there is one, I do it very willingly, of course. The rest
of the time, let’s say this: I’'m at work for eight hours and I have Wi-Fi; then, if I go out and,
basically, I easily turn on the data connection. So I do not have many problems, because I
know that when I go home, I'll have the Wi-Fi again, so I feel pretty safe [...]. [Consuming
all data] was common with me at the beginning, because during the early period with my
phone I started to watch a lot of videos on YouTube with my friends and I didn’t have a
Wi-Fi connection and clearly this consumed all gigabytes, so I realized it and said to myself,
“Okay, it’s something I do not have to do anymore!” (Elisa, 25).

As seen in several interviews, the early stages in a smartphone’s use have been characterized by
“wrong” uses — especially characterised by “things that should not be done” in relation to infrastruc-
tural constraints linked to data consumption. Thus, during the “domestication” process of this media
technology (Silverstone & Hirsh, 1992), users like Elisa and Simone also learned to limit themselves, to
“not consume all the gigabytes” and, consequently, adopted everyday practices more compatible with
the prudential management of available data.

Infrastructural disclosures based on data management in smartphone use helps demonstrate how the
dependence by a data infrastructure is not only able to disrupt the flow of practices but also to discipline
along the time how people develop their overall smartphone use. Moreover, data-related infrastructural
disclosures, more strikingly than, for instance, the dependence on electricity or the availability of the sig-
nal, show how smartphone practices significantly depend not just on infrastructures’ technical features
but also on how these infrastructural features are embedded both in commercial offers by carriers and
domestication processes performed by their customers.

6 Operating Systems: “... and Then It Started to Get Stuck on Updates”

A fourth dimension of infrastructural disclosures in smartphone practices concerns the role of operat-
ing systems, that is, the software that allows these devices to behave more like miniature computers than
as traditional telephones. Taking into account operating systems in smartphone practices is essential to
grasp another crucial infrastructural quality of smartphones, as well as to understand how smartphones
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fitinto a wider stratification of practices, especially when compared to previous, mostly voice-based mo-
bile phones. First of all, the presence of an operating system in the device implies, in fact, the possibility
of installing apps that offer additional features not available with traditional mobile phones, enabling a
virtually endless set of other practices.

However, as we will see, operating systems also constrain users within distinctive paths of smart-
phone ownership. Indeed, some operating systems can work only with specific devices and not with
others, as iOS is installed only on Apple’s iPhone, while Google’s Android operating system can be
installed on all smartphones except those produced by Apple. Operating systems must be constantly
updated to work with the new versions of apps that are frequently released by their developers; more-
over, operating systems must be learned by their users, who can easily feel compelled, when they have to
choose a new smartphone, to buy a device with the same operating system as their previous device.

Choosing between the two most widespread operating systems — Apple iOS or Google Android
— is a frequent theme in the dialogues with our interviewees. Several of them often feel compelled to
buy a device that has the same operating system as the last device that they owned. This issue can be
appreciated, for example, in the story of Elisa, who had recently moved from an Android smartphone
to an Apple one:

The iPhone has always caused some doubt in me, because it is a different operating system
[...] Those concerns that I had were actually prejudices; namely, I was afraid of not being
able to get used to it [...]. Instead, they are just prejudices, as it was more the lack of confi-
dence in myself, and in reality I got used to it quite quickly [...]. However, the fact that I
never had an Apple smartphone before made me somewhat reserved. I'said: “Hmm, itisan
operating system that ’'m not used to, and moreover I’ve always had a Windows computer
and so I would be more relaxed with an Android” (Elisa, 25).

When infrastructural disclosures connected to the role of operating systems become apparent, they
bring to users’ attention those infrastructural aspects that are often taken for granted. In this regard,
a crucial stage occurs when an update of the operating system becomes required. In fact, on the one
hand software producers (both Apple and Google) regularly release new updated versions of their op-
erating systems; on the other hand, companies that produce apps also distribute new iterations of their
software, which often is not compatible with older versions of the operating system. Hence, one of the
shared experiences among smartphone users is related to compatibility issues between older smartphone
models, new versions of operating systems and new releases of apps. This infrastructural interweaving
of smartphone elements emerged clearly from the story of Antonio, who described his experience with
an iPhone 4 (a model produced in 2010), which was still working, but was no longer able to receive
updates from Apple:

Then I bought the iPhone, the 4 series, and it lasted a long time, lasted three or four years
and then started to get stuck on updates [...] it could not install them [...]. I have been
lucky, because I didn’t install the last available update, the iOS 7 was the update, one of the
first major updates they did. And the iPhone 4 could be rather impaired, because it did not
support it and therefore used to crash (Antonio, 19).

Moreover, this fourth infrastructural disclosure is connected with the fact that users are pressed to
remain tied to a specific operating system: on the one hand because, as described by Elisa, the owned
operating system’s features are already familiar, and on the other hand, due to the need to constantly
follow software updates released by software producers, as described by Antonio. This situation outlines
one of the issues most often raised by smartphone users: the pressure to change smartphones not because
they break down but because the device does no longer fits into the wider infrastructural alignment
between operating systems, software and apps. This situation has been experienced as a sort of “cage”
into which the user has the perception of being somehow harnessed, as in the following story told by
Fabio:

I don’t have real problems with the smartphone, but if I have to choose one I would say
the issue of updates. Producers are constantly updating the iOS. So far [my smartphone] is
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updated, it supports everything, but they force you a little to stay with their product. This
is a negative aspect, in my opinion, because, for example, I have decided to stay with that
brand, since it is a decision already made, [but] obviously when it will not update anymore,
I'will understand that there is a problem and I will get another one. So in my opinion Apple
has developed an exceptional [...] system in terms of marketing, because they actually bind
the customer (Fabio, 30).

Again, this constrictive experience characterizing the relationship between operating systems and
smartphone practices is not purely a matter of technical limitations: once the user is harnessed in these
infrastructural paths, in fact, he easily ends up chasing the cycles of models’ renewal and software updates
sustained by manufactures’ strategies. In short, this fourth infrastructural level of disclosures highlights
how smartphone practices are co-shaped by an operating system’s infrastructural nature.

7 Platforms: “It’s Like an Indelible Memory”

The fifth and final dimension of infrastructural disclosures is related to digital platforms, understood
as those distinctive corporate entities that increasingly organize our experience in the digital world (van
Dijck et al., 2018) and that, consequently, are fundamental in the shaping of smartphone practices. In
fact, services like Facebook, Google and You Tube, but also Drop Box, Spotify and AirBnB, are not just apps
contained within our smartphone, nor are they just companies that offer a service; rather, they are com-
plex and multifaceted entities, increasingly central in the new digital capitalism (Srnicek, 2017). Looking
at these entities as “platforms” and not just as apps highlights their ability to reconfigure relationships,
practices and activities, and to emphasise how people’s activities are soundly dependent on the techno-
logical, economic and political choices by particular companies (Gillespie, 2018).

Among the many relevant platforms, Google is one of the most obvious subjects of examination,
as it articulates in a more or less integrated umbrella a series of services ranging from email to address
books, photo storing to web searching, maps to shopping choices (Plantin et al., 2018). For these reasons,
Google (together with Amazon, Apple, Facebook and Microsoft) has been defined as an “infrastructural
platform,” as it “form([s] the heart of the ecosystem upon which many other platforms and apps can be
built” and plays the role of “gatekeeper” for other different digital activities (van Dijck, Poell & de Waal,
2018, pp. 12—13). It is not surprising, therefore, that smartphone narratives are relentlessly characterized
by their reference to the role of Google. The following words extrapolated from Sandro’s story exemplify,
for instance, how the logic and constraints of the Google platform directly influence the management
of online photo storage, through the cloud services made available on a free basis but with options and
limitations:

In my Google account, there is the Google Photo option, which you can allow to back up
with the function “only in charge,” so I leave it at night with the Wi-Fi on, I plug it in
to charge, it uploads the photos and I know that they will not be lost in the unfortunate
event something happened to the phone [...]. It is free up to 15 gigabytes. But there are
limitations too, in the sense that Google makes available in the cloud 15 gigabytes, but the
photo uploading can take place with two possibilities: the firstis in low resolution or, better,
itis not a bad resolution, but it lowers the quality of the photos, and this does not affect the
amount of memory you use in the cloud; if you load them at the maximum resolution, this
easily it counts against your storage limit and, once the 15 gigabytes are exceeded, you have
to pay to get more space (Sandro, 26).

Another example of infrastructural disclosure related to the role of platforms regards Spotify, one
of the most popular music streaming services, which provided at the beginning of 2019 a catalogue of
about 40 million songs listened to by almost 200 million users. Half of these users are paying subscribers
of a premium service, which gives them options not available with the free version. With a paid Sporify
subscription, music can be browsed or searched through within various parameters, such as the artist’s
name, the album title or the genre. Users can create and edit playlists, possibly sharing them with other
users on social media. Unlike the listening model based on mps files, the streaming service of Sporify
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makes partially obsolete the need to download and own music files and it is a tangible example of cloud
computing, when data and services are no longer contained on a device but are managed by data centres
from which listeners receive content when they need it. Sporify represents a very clear example of how
music listening practices are channelled through the platform’s logics and its commercial framework,
as clearly emerges again from Sandro’s description of the difference between the premium and the free
version of the service:

The difference is huge, because with the free version you can have your play list, but you
have only a random selection; you can’t choose the song to play and you have advertising
every thirty minutes. Whereas with the paid version of Spotify, you can make your play
list, choose the order you want, have no advertising and can download the songs onto your
phone, so that if you are in a place and there is no cell reception, you can continue to listen
to music, whereas with the free version you can’t (Sandro, 26).

From this example we can appreciate how the choices made by some of the mostimportant platforms
directly affect the way users perform distinctive practices connected in these cases with photography and
music. Moreover, it is worth noting that the distinctive infrastructural dimensions involved in these
relationships with platforms are constantly intertwined with other infrastructural levels, as occurs in
the case of Spotify Premium, which allows subscribers to listen to music even when their smartphone
is not connected to internet, while the free version does not provide this service. In sum, these concise
examples outline the active role of platforms’ infrastructural logic in shaping user practices and how
platforms contribute to the construction of a specific framework within which smartphone practices
are actually articulated by users.

8 Conclusions: Multiple Scales and Multi-Layered Configurations in the
Practices-Infrastructures Relationship

The current debate on the role in society of platforms, datafication, algorithms and other crucial digital
entities (Kitchin, 2014; Couldry & Hepp, 2017; van Dijk, Poell & de Waal, 2018) has deeply refocussed the
issues at stake in the integration of digital infrastructures in social practices. Departing from this debate,
one of the new directions of inquiry to be further explored is the way in which digital infrastructures
are directly intertwined with people’s ordinary practices, routines and ordinary everyday rhythms. In
this article, we aimed to contribute to this issues by exploring further the relationship between practice
theory and the infrastructural qualities of social practices, especially looking to the role of infrastruc-
tural dimensions in the shaping of digital media practices connected with the smartphone. Our work
explored primarily the influence exerted by smartphone’s infrastructural qualities on practices, trying
to unfold how smartphone infrastructural qualities contribute in the shaping of common uses of this
mobile device that is increasingly important in our everyday life.

To do this, we proposed to adopt a novel analytical tool, the infrastructural disclosure, which was used
to shed light on particular situations in which a specific infrastructural dimension emerged as clearly
co-constitutive of users’ practices. In particular, our contribution investigated such a complex inter-
weaving of artefacts, infrastructures and practices on the basis of empirical data made up of 26 in-depth
interviews and a focus group with young smartphone users. On the basis of this empirical evidence,
we identified five infrastructural dimensions in smartphone practices, illustrating each of them with
accounts extracted from user interviews. For instance, we saw how electrical energy could be a funda-
mental influence on smartphone practices, inducing users to modulate their activities on the basis of
this infrastructural constraint; we also saw that infrastructural disclosures can bring to the foreground
the relationship between smartphone practices and the network signal, as well as the relevance of the
data available with the smartphone contract, as the limited amount of available data directly fosters the
adoption of distinctive activities shaping smartphone use. Finally, we focussed on the crucial role of
operating systems and the framework of use posed by platform, their mechanism on strategies.

More generally, our analysis of infrastructural disclosures in smartphone use invite to explore more
robustly the infrastructural qualities of our technological life, increasingly dependent on infrastructures
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digital communication tools. At this regard, in the final remarks of this conclusion we want to quickly
address two wider implications of our findings for the study of the relationship between practices and
infrastructures.

The first implication regards the multiple scales (see Parks & Starosielski, 2015, pp. 7-8) at which
digital infrastructures unfold their consequences on people’s practices and activities. Indeed, the cru-
cial shift to a situation in which mobile personal devices are complex interfaces to interact with large and
complex technical infrastructures should push scholars to multiply the perspectives from which the con-
sequences of digital technologies ought to be addressed. In this sense, while the current debate on digital
platforms has largely focussed on macro scales (i.e. their political economies, their wider consequences
on contents circulation, their impacts on shared values), much theoretical and empirical work requires
to be done to understand how people’s situated experiences and practices are actually reshaped and co-
evolve together with these processes, occurring at larger scales. In this regard, this work aimed at offering
a way to explore the rather micro scale on which infrastructures and practices intersect, outlining some
of the distinctive moments when infrastructures emerge from the background in users’ experience and
lose their typical take-for-granted-ness.

Second, our analysis raises an issue related to the how people’s everyday practices based on techno-
logical devices are characterised not by the dependence upon one crucial digital infrastructure, by rather
by their embeddedness into a multi-layered set of infrastructures, whose mutual interactions are some-
times more relevant than the singular distinctive features of each of them. Indeed, while we isolated
analytically different infrastructural dimensions relevant for the shaping of smartphone practices, we
also recognized that practice’s features can be understood only as the outcome of the interaction of af-
fordances and constraints pertaining to different, but interrelated infrastructures. Hence, we have seen
for instance that platforms’ constraints make sense only if we understood them in relation to the limits
of data usage posed by mobile carriers; or that the issues related to electricity and battery consumption
participate directly to the usability of operating systems and software; or again that the possibility to con-
sume a YouTube video also depends upon the way personal life is arranged on the basis of movements
between different Wi-FI spots between home and workplace.

The multiple scales relevant in the use of current everyday technologies and the multi-layered config-
uration of digital infrastructures are two major issues raised by this work and that ought to be explored
in further research, in order both to expand the contamination of practice theory with other theoretical
traditions and to enrich the current debate on the reconfiguration of everyday life in an age of infrastruc-
tured digital media.
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Abstract

The paper compares two heuristic tools to understand how practice theory could be used to study the
phenomena of material culture: the one summarized by Shove et Al. (2012) in The Dynamics of Social
Practice: Everyday Life and How It Changes and the “circuit of culture” proposed by Paul Du Gay et
Al (1997) in Doing Cultural Studies. The Case of the Sony Walkman (1997). The aim of the article is
to test the possibility to integrate the use of these two tools. In order to fulfil this purpose, the article
is comprised of two parts. The first part illustrates how the two heuristic tools are compatible and
what advantages each have over the other. In the second part, both heuristic tools will be applied to
explore two case studies, one regarding a technological artefact and another one regarding a type of
agricultural practice.

Keywords: Material culture; Circuit of culture; Practice theory; Haptic interfaces; Farmer agriculture.

Introduction

The object of this essay is primarily born of serendipity. While thinking of how to contribute to the
symposium here presented, we asked ourselves how a particular version of practice theory, the one sum-
marized by Shove, Pantzar and Watson (2012) in The Dynamics of Social Practice: Everyday Life and
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How It Changes, could be used to study the phenomena of material culture. We realized that the heuris-
tic device adopted by those authors had something in common with another one, the “circuit of culture”
proposed by Paul Du Gay et Al. in Doing Cultural Studies. The Case of the Sony Walkman (1997). By
comparing these two heuristic tools, we sought to understand how they are compatible with each other
and what advantages they each have over the other. Many vital questions, due to the different theoret-
ical backgrounds of the two instruments, remain unexplored; however, it seems that the comparison
offers some exciting ideas, useful for conducting empirical research in a non-reductionist way and con-
sistent with the growing interest in the sociological analysis of material culture. The aim of this article
is to explore if it is possible to integrate the use of these two tools and, if so, how. In order to fulfil this
purpose, the article is comprised of two parts. In the first part, we illustrate how the two heuristic tools
are compatible and what work each does that the other does not. In the second part, we try to apply
both the two heuristic tools to two case studies, one of a technological artefact and another of a type of
agricultural cultivation, in order to highlight the respective advantages they can provide.

The first decade of the Twenty-First century can be considered the time during which the growing
body of interdisciplinary research on material culture became a recognized field — albeit, one at the
crossroads of a manifold and motley bunch of disciplines (Tilley, 2013, p. 1; Woodward, 2007, pp. 3-4).

The disciplines that studied the materiality underlying the inquiries into the social have been
touched in some way by the “turns” of the social sciences in the last decades of the Twentieth century,
such as the linguistic, the cultural, the literary, or the textual (Hicks & Beaudry, 2010, p. 1). In all these
turns, scholars have contended that making sense of the wide variety of social phenomena requires the
acknowledgement of their dual nature as both cultural and material.

Studying material culture, therefore, involves studying objects and devices, as well as the technolo-
gies that give rise to ways of living and doing. Moreover, it means studying the knowledge and the
relationships through which these ways of doing are realized, and the objects that are incorporated in
them.

Methods and analytical tools to study material culture are part of historical, anthropological, and ar-
chaeological traditions. In these disciplines, however, objects are studied as bearers of values, meanings,
and/or traditions; they are often the only resources available to reconstruct ways of life and practices that
have disappeared. Therefore these material objects are treated as texts, messages that attest to a world
that no longer exists. Anthropologists of the contemporary and sociologists of culture and consump-
tion have learned from those disciplines that the study of material resources provides a great wealth of
information to develop an understanding of everyday practices. These fields have studied, for exam-
ple, the social life of objects (Appadurai, 1986) and how objects are used by people to classify the world
and to inform behaviour within it (De Certeau & Rendall, 1984; Douglas & Isherwood, 1996; Miller,
2010). In doing this, however, anthropologists and sociologists have exposed themselves to the criticism
of those who refuse to place emphasis on semiotic production activities and deplore overlooking the
active role that objects play in the production of daily life and social order (Ingram, Shove, & Watson,
2007; Matthew Watson, 2008, p. 5). This criticism matured in the context of the practice approach, the
subject of this symposium.

In the present article, we decided to refer mainly to a vein within the family of practice theories
(Schatzki, 1996, p. 12), the one that, relying in particular on the contributions of Theodor Schatzki and
Andreas Reckwitz, was developed around the University of Lancaster and the research group of Eliza-
beth Shove.

We believe that those scholars have developed important definitions of practice and a simple heuristic
tool useful for studying material culture. The tool is not intended to be a method or a specific set of
techniques, as supported by Shove in the blog Practice Theory Methodologies. It instead offers a lens
through which to study practices and identify their core elements and the connections among them.
Even if these authors do not consider themselves scholars of material studies, they contribute to the
inquiry of material elements of the social and their capacity for both self-reproduction and change.

There is, however, another tradition that has provided scholars with an equally useful heuristic tool
for studying the role of artefacts in social practices, the so-called “circuit of culture.” Itis the tradition of
British cultural studies, born during the 1960s around the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies in
Birmingham, UK. This circuit is a simplifying scheme to identify the fundamental social processes that
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constitute the different cultural dimensions of a practice. It shows how the order in which the practices
take place are the products of actions, events, resistances, and inertias occurring in such processes (Du
Gay et Al., 1997).

In our opinion, the cultural circuit and the heuristic model developed by Shove et Al., although
different, have much in common; they mainly carry out the same work, even if each one does something
that the other one does not or does not do equally well.

First Part

In the following, we briefly present the characteristics of the two heuristic tools, focusing in particular
on the elements that, in our opinion, make them compatible and complementary.

1. Social Practices and Their Dynamics

In abook of 1996, Theodor Schatzki provides a synopsis of the contribution of numerous scholars who
consider practice as the fundamental social phenomenon (Schatzki, 1996, p. 11).

Taking practice as “the primary generic social thing” means dealing in a non-reductionist way with
numerous questions concerning human activity:

The nature of subjectivity, embodiment, rationality, meaning and normativity; the charac-
ter of language, science and power; and the organization, reproduction, and transformation
of social life (Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina, & von Savigny, 2001, p. 10).

This is likely why Schatzki does not provide a univocal definition of practice: the many theorists of
practice would provide different definitions. In The Site of the Social (2002), he nevertheless offers a
definition, albeit minimal:

Practice is a “bundle” of activities, that is to say, an organized nexus of actions (Schatzki,
2002, p. 71).

According to him, any material arrangement is part of a practice, as it was stated by authors like
Bourdieu and Giddens in the 1970s and 1980s. At that time, the priority was to make explicit the need
to look at “the social,” as comprised of interconnected human bodies, organisms, artefacts, and things:

A practice is an open spatially-temporally dispersed sets of doings and sayings organized by
common understandings, teleo-affectivities and rules (Schatzki, 2017, p. 32).

Andreas Reckwitz, going further, defines practice as

A routinized type of behaviour which consists of several elements, interconnected to one
another: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, “things” and their use, a back-
ground knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states of emotion and moti-
vational knowledge (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 249).

His version distinguishes between simple arrangements, which dissolve in the flow of events, and ar-
rangements characterized by rules, knowledge, and skills that make them recognizable and reproducible
as parts of specific practices. Even though any action is comprised of material arrangements and mental
activities, a practice has to be acknowledged according to identifiable features that persist beyond single
enactments.

Elizabeth Shove, Mika Pantzar, and Matt Watson see the heuristic potential of a practice approach for
understanding the dynamic structure of the social, namely the “coexistence of novelty and persistence”
— in a phrase, the change, which is the interest of sociology at large (Shove et Al, 2012, p. 1).

They distinguish between practice as an entity — as in the practice of cooking or skateboarding —
and practice as performance, that is the single enactment — as in Emanuela’s cooking “ossobuco con
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risotto” tonight or Eleonora’s skateboarding in the afternoon to reach Valentina’s place (Shove et Al,,
2012, . 7).

How is this version of practice theory a useful contribution to the study of material culture? Its
primary contribution comes from its explicit attention to things and materials as embedded in the activ-
ities of everyday life and to their connections with other social dimensions, such as institutions or rules.
Shove and her colleagues are interested in understanding how ways of doing in people’s daily lives — for
example, playing sports, cooking, maintaining personal hygiene, storing food, etc. — become stable, and
how they change over time. To do this, they simplify the catalogue provided by Reckwitz and propose
a scheme based on three elements allowing researchers to identify a practice as an entity. The scheme
includes the elements of meaning (what Reckwitz calls mental activities, emotion, and motivational
knowledge), materials (which include objects, infrastructures, tools, hardware, and the body), compe-
tence (multiple forms of understanding and practical knowledge, as well as rules and norms) (Shove et
Al, 2012, p. 23). The aim of this scheme is to focus attention on the links and connections among the
elements. These key features allow researchers to identify the existence of practices and evaluate which
ones are changing over time.

Meaning: cultural conventions,
expectations and socially shared
meanings

Material: objects, Competence: knowledge
tools, infrastructures and embodied skills

Fig. 1. Element of Practice (Shove ez 4/, 2012).

One of the more pervasive criticisms of this family of theories is that it neglects the actions of practi-
tioners in specific enactments. Recently, a few scholars within the Lancaster group of practice theorists
have addressed this issue and some other widely diffused criticisms in an edited collection of essays, The
Nexus of Practices(Hui, Schatzki & Shove, 2017). In it they offer insight into the role that the practition-
ers’ production of meanings plays as a core element of practice. Scholars are increasingly aware that the
orders according to which practices take place are based on different types of knowledge:

Know-how, interpretive knowledge of routinized attributions of sense, and complexes of
culturally modeled affects and motivations (Reckwitz, 2017).

After the theoretical work made in previous publications, the authors feel time is now to explicate
that cultural activities are an essential component of practice in order to legitimate the focus on the
whole practice as the primary research unit.
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The topics addressed in the 2017 volume also attest to the interest of these practice scholars in con-
firming that their contribution can be useful to elucidate not only small and local phenomena but also
larger and more expansive ones. In our opinion, this collection offers space to assess the mutual com-
patibility of both the heuristic schemes we are comparing in this article. Four topics, in particular, are
worthy of consideration: acknowledging the importance of the learning processes in which practition-
ers are always involved (Alkemeyer & Buschmann, 2017); clarifying the role played by sayings, texts, and
discursive formations as offered by Schatzki (2017); considering the emotions as diffused qualities of
practices instead of individual qualities, as Reckwitz proposes (2017); suggesting that practice theory
should devote more attention to addressing the issue of power, both on the level of organizations and
institutions and on that of individuals — an issue that has been often overlooked by practice researchers,
more focused on pragmatic solutions of social empirical emergencies (Watson, 2017).

The first topic is addressed in the contribution of Thomas Alkemeyer and Nikolaus Buschmann.
They describe the subjectivity of practitioners as the result of a process in which they learn to act com-
petently and accurately according to the practice’s requirements. In turn, this practice is progressively
structured through the interplay of its components, such as things, bodies, and artefacts (Alkemeyer &
Buschmann, 2017, p. 8).

The authors start from the notion of “distributed agency.” According to them, looking at the dis-
tributed agency requires accounting for the evolution of artefacts, as well as for how practices improve
through the interplay among artefacts. Often, however, this strategy leads practice scholars to overlook
the reflexive learning processes in which practitioners are involved, once they have engaged with a prac-
tice.

According to Alkemeyer and Buschmann (2017) practices include the following: unstable structures
that evolve along time making sense both of stability and diversity inside themselves; situations where
learning continually occurs, being that the practitioners are always confronted with conflicts, ambiva-
lence and uncertainties; the socio-material constellations that provide the conditions for the subjectivity
of the practitioners to come into being, thanks to the active learning processes they go through (p. 22).

Alkemeyer and Buschmann focus attention around the central role played by the learning processes
in the reciprocal constitution of the practitioners’ subjectivity as well as of the very structure the practice
assumes. Their effort follows that of Schatzki (2017). He insists on the importance of sayings and do-
ings, as well as of general understandings as integrative resources — the second topic we want to stress.
According to Schatzki (and to Warde & Welch, 2017, p. 195), they contribute to creating the order of
practice.

As it happens with the learning processes, the whole practices are comprised of both bodily and
mental activities. Schatzki thinks of texts and sayings like uttered sentences in a conversation that perish
in the event (Schatzki, 2017, p. 132) and like interactions, such as dissemination of knowledge, power
and domination, and aesthetical experience — that is, those constant adjustments that actors make to
the world, besides the general action of understanding that cannot be performed outside the context of
language (Hui et Al 2017). The scholar, therefore, does not underestimate the importance of subjective
and intersubjective productions of meanings and understandings, which allow people to “pursue ends,
carrying out tasks... being imbued by particular emotions and general understandings” (Schatzki, 2017,
p- 130). The cultural activities in practices contribute to creating the framework of meanings that makes
the pre-reflexive affective responses of the practitioners compatible with the discursive frameworks that
govern the normative and teleological structure of the practice itself.

Among the cultural formations that allow practices to become ordered and intelligible and, there-
fore, to recruit practitioners, scholars also count emotions and affects (Reckwitz, 2017, p. 116). This is
the third topic we wish to address, and it is of particular interest here, as it is a cultural component of
practice that is often not adequately addressed by the scholars who adopt the circuit of culture. Emo-
tions have been included in the definition of the core dimensions of practices since the 2001 volume,
edited by Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina and Von Savigny.

Emotions are a component of the social; to understand them, it is necessary to focus attention as
much on cultural and symbolic components as on the material ones (Reckwitz, 2017, p. 115). Following
this general understanding of what the social is, Reckwitz considers emotions and affects as entities that
favour the recruitment process of practitioners by the practices themselves:
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Social practice “interpellates” the subject in a certain way. However, how can the subject be
interpellated in this way and thus participate in the practice? The answer is that the practice
must entail a specific motivation to perform it. From this perspective, it is not the individual
who comes to the practice with their own “psychological” motivation, but rather the prac-
tice itself of which the motivation is already an integral part. Motivation is where affects
come into play; there must be some affective incentive to participate in the practice. The in-
centive can be a positive desire, a defensive incentive to avoid displeasure or a combination
of the two (Reckwitz, 2017, p. 120).

Considering emotions as properties of practices rather than qualities of individuals, Gert Spaargaren
himself suggests that practical nature of emotions arises from the interactional energy produced in a gath-
ering of participants to a situation. They jointly focus their attention and develop a shared emotional
mood (Spaargaren, Weenink & Lamers, 2016, p. 66 and 73). Affects, as activities rather than proper-
ties, would then have three characteristics: they have a social nature and not a subjective one; they are
states of physical arousal of pleasure or displeasure; they are directed at specific persons, objects or ideas.
Every practice favours and foresees the unfolding of some affects and inhibits others in an unbreakable
intertwining of cultural dimensions and material dimensions. Having the senses affected offers emo-
tional material to the subject’s mental activities, while they are performing the practice itself (Reckwitz,
2017, p. 123). For example, consider a piece of fashion clothing or the atmosphere that reigns in a mu-
seum, as they can produce emotional arousal that influences the individual or collective agency. Prac-
tices, therefore, are also organized around an order of affects, as they offer pleasures, dis-pleasures, or
pre-interpreted emotions, artefacts that potential practitioners can choose to adhere to and reproduce
or transform.

The fourth topic we want to review is that of power and how practice theory can account for it
in practices and enactments. As Matt Watson (2017, p. 169) states, practice theory should be able to
account for power. Most scholars, however, find it uncomfortable to analytically elaborate a notion of
power that is consistent with the commitment of practice theory toward a flat ontology.

A flat ontology assumes that all social phenomena are composed of practices and enactments of
practices, laid out on one level, called by Schatzki “the plenum of the social” (Schatzki, 2017, p. 31). Ac-
cording to this assumption, “the basic ingredients of all the social phenomena are of a piece.” Therefore,
all the relations between the components of practices and arrangements produce events or phenomena
that have the same nature as those from which they originate (Schatzki, 2017, pp. 31-32). Such a flat
ontology, apparently, does not account for the “reality of enduringly powerful social agents such as cor-
porations or governments” (Watson, 2017, p. 171). These social agents seem to act, rather, as “overarching
structures” (Spaargaren et Al,, 2016, p. 78), influencing practices and arrangements from another level
of reality. One solution, developed according to Foucault, considers power not as the property of some
subjects but as an effect of performances or practices. Following the French scholar, power can be anal-
ysed only as “power relations.” It becomes visible in arrangements where some subjects end up being
systematically advantaged by their positions and by the interactions in which they are involved (Watson,
2017, p. 174). Gert Spaargaren, however, following Manuel Castells (2009), contends that the effects of
power are produced where human agents are able “to make and break linkages between social practices.”
As he says, “connectivity is key to power, innovation, and social change” (Spaargaren et Al., 2016, p. 79).
Power, therefore, becomes visible and effective in chains or networks of practices that change the scale
of the social phenomenon under scrutiny, but not the ingredients of which they are comprised (Watson,
2017, P. 175).

What we have contended in the previous pages is that practice scholars are genuinely interested in
cultural activities as diffused in practice and not as a product of individual meaning production. Further-
more, they are consistently aware that practice theory needs to make sense of phenomena apparently out
of reach for an approach focused on spatially- and temporally-localized practices. Hui et Al. (2017) and
Spaargaren et Al. (2016), in the last years, have explicitly addressed these issues. What we propose in the
following is that the “circuit of culture” allows researchers to make visible the relations among practices
that are interconnected, shedding light on the people, objects, and technologies that thread through
practices. Moreover, we argue that analysing social phenomena with the help of the circuit allows schol-
ars to understand which practices, or arrangements of a practice, have a better capacity to influence other
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practices or arrangements. Integrating the two heuristic tools, therefore, fosters the analysis of practices’
dimensions that are often overlooked, despite scholars” awareness of their importance.

2. The Circuit of Culture and the Discovery that Matter Matters

The circuit of culture was introduced in 1997 in the book Doing Cultural Studies. The Story of the Sony
Walkman, edited by sociologist Paul Du Gay and other scholars, working at the Birmingham Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies. It was the first volume of a series published by Sage for the Open Uni-
versity with the intent of providing students with textbooks for distance-learning courses. The circuit
was implicitly based on a previous version, elaborated by R. Johnson in 1986 and on the well-known
scheme that Stuart Hall published in 1973 to describe the processes of encoding and decoding meanings
both by media professionals and by audiences in the media production system.

s representation
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Fig. 2. The circuit of culture (Du Gay e AL, 1997 and 2013).

The case study of the Sony Walkman (Du Gay et Al 1997) “was designed to offer a sociologically
inflected introduction to the interdisciplinary field of cultural studies” (Du Gay et Al, 2013, p. XV).
The book’s reception went far beyond the expectations of its authors. The book itself went beyond
its delineated aims, as did the analytical tool called “the circuit of culture” (Fig. 2), which was originally
developed as a pedagogic and heuristic device, useful to organize the massive amount of materials related
to the Sony Walkman that the authors gathered during the months they devoted to the collection of data.

As an outcome of its success, the “circuit of culture” ended up to make visible the steps any analysis
of a “cultural text or artefact” should pass through. It encompasses five knots, corresponding to five
processes (representation, production, consumption, identity, regulation), whose examination enables
us to understand the phenomenon in which an artefact or text is embedded.

An updated edition of the book was published in 2013, as the diffusion of web-based mobile devices
had drastically changed the practices of playing and listening to music, both in private and in public
spaces, since 1997.

Comparing the cultural practices associated with the Walkman with the practices related to
modern Web-based mobile devices reveals both continuities and changes in the ways such
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technologies have been represented, identified with, produced, consumed and regulated
(Du Gay et Al,, 2013, p. XII).

The effects of the material turn are woven throughout the second edition of the textbook. The
centrality of the relationship between practitioners and artefacts was affirmed already in the 1997 version,
but the new edition clearly explains that to understand social practices it is necessary to “think about
action as a phenomenon that is distributed between human and non-human actants that are assembled
in so-called ‘actor-networks’” (Du Gay et Al., 2013, p. XVIII). In support of the “renewed focus on the
role of ‘the material’, ‘matter’, and ‘materiality’ in the constitution of socio-cultural relations” (Du Gay
et Al,, 2013, p. 7), a reading by Bruno Latour, has been included, namely an excerpt from Technology is
Society Made Durable (Latour, 1990).

Why did the authors feel the need to explicate an interest in the material components of social prac-
tices? During the time between the publications of 1997 and 2013 editions, a journey took place within
the cultural studies environment, which corresponds to the more general maturing of the material turn
that we mentioned earlier in the article. The original reason to study the Sony Walkman was that such a
small device was regarded as “a crucial new development in modern culture. Whether it was a liberating
device or the symbol of an antisocial youth-culture, it was, however, a controversial issue” (Du Gay et
Al., 2013, p. XI). Scholars, commentators, as well as journalists, users, and non-users — anybody who
came in contact with it or with its representations and uses — could not avoid considering it an essen-
tial piece of the contemporary popular culture, able to interfere with the more diffused ways of doing
things. Cultural studies scholars were interested in all forms of cultural production and “not only in art
and learning but in institutions and ordinary behaviours” (Williams, 1973, p. 57). Therefore, the Sony
Walkman was an appealing case through which to demonstrate how material objects that enable partic-
ular social practices can be at the centre of interaction networks and particularly of complex meanings.

In the 1997 edition, the authors’ primary theoretical and methodological intent was to affirm that
cultural processes, on a pair with the economic and political ones, were able to “alter material conditions
in the ‘real world.” All the intangible materials of which cultural processes are made permeate social
processes, which must therefore be considered cultural as well” (Du Gay et Al, 1997, p. 2). Scholars
recognized the importance of the material, and, with the Sony Walkman, they put an artefact at the
centre of their cultural analysis. However, what they were mainly interested in was how objects are
invested with meanings and how, loaded with new meanings, they offer themselves to new cycles of
understanding and agency.

Fifteen years later, it is no longer so relevant to emphasize that “in order to conduct a social practice
we need to give it a certain meaning, have a conception of it, be able to think meaningfully aboutit,” as
this has become a taken-for-granted, background understanding. What is explicitly re-affirmed, instead,
is the role of the “material.” The changes in technologies and material devices involved in a given practice
change profoundly the practice itself.

Since the circuit’s nodes represent all the processes of the phenomenon under study, they make ev-
ident some dimensions of practices not explicitly considered in the tripartite instrument elaborated by
Shove et Al, even if, as we have seen in the previous section, practice scholars are well-aware of the need
to account for them. As we did for the practice approach, we want to underline the relevance of some
issues emerging from the 2013 volume about the Sony Walkman and another volume of the same se-
ries, dedicated to the node of representation (Hall, Evans & Nixon, 2013). The first issue concerns the
process of regulation, the second concerns the process of representation, that Stuart Hall, following Fou-
cault, considers as the product of discursive formations (Hall et Al., 2013), and the third concerns the
relations between two processes, namely those of production and consumption, which are considered
as inextricably linked (Du Gay et Al, 2013).

The first question is that of regulation. The theme of the rules governing the uses of artefacts — in
this case the Sony Walkman — is addressed as closely related to the issue of representation. The rules to
which practices are subject are the product of classification systems, and therefore of representation, ac-
cording to which what is appropriate or inappropriate in a given spatial-temporal context is established.
Whenever a new technological artefactis introduced into people’s lives, the accepted classification system
is challenged, as it becomes possible to develop new practices or to alter standard ways of doing. The
Sony Walkman, for instance, blurs the boundaries between the public sphere and the private sphere (Du
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Gay et Al,, 2013, pp. 104-107). The technological device allows people to do things in public that were
previously considered appropriate to do only in private — namely, listening to music. The consequence
is that the practice’s reach is modified, and with it also the general understandings that support it (e.g.,
the fact that the private sphere is the place of intimate and emotionally dense relationships, personal plea-
sures and particular values, while the public sphere is the place of universality and rationality). In their
analysis of the Sony Walkman, the authors explore the effects of altering the rules governing a practice
by focusing on public/private classification.

However, analysis of other artefacts or practices can reveal changes in other classifications adopted as
regular, for example, in the functioning of genders or of hygiene maintenance or food preparation. In
short, the regulation node allows us to highlight something that the scholars of practices know very well:
technological devices or any innovation that alters the ordinary organized course of events requires, or
derives from, a restructuring of the pole of meanings available in a practice and a restructuring of the
pole of competencies of practitioners, to adapt or to consolidate the new emerging order. The analysis
through the circuit never loses sight of the interconnections among nodes. Therefore, we hypothesize
thatitallows researchers to focus on the role and changes of rules in the chain of interconnected practices.
Moreover, we contend that it also enables us to understand which practices or arrangements of practices
are more able to influence others. In other words, we suggest that, with the circuit, we can gather useful
information to understand the effects of power on practice. This is also possible because — and this is
the second theme we address — Du Gay, Hall, and their colleagues consider rules as the performative
translation of the representations leading social actors to classify the socio-technical systems in which
they participate. In Schatzki’s language, representations are the general understandings that make prac-
tices understandable even to those who are not practitioners and that allow people to understand how
different practices, and arrangements of them, are connected to each other.

Stuart Hall takes up the Foucauldian definition of “discursive formation” and describes the process
of representation as determining what things are while simultaneously influencing how things must be
done. Through this definition of representation, he overcomes the distinction between language and
practice but explicitly refuses to reduce reality to mental activity or linguistic structure (Hall et Al, 2013,
p- 29). According to this perspective, defining things — using some words rather than others — means
constructing the reality itself. Above all, however, it means establishing how things can be done and
interpreted. Analysing the cognitive and practical steps through which the processes of representation
take place, therefore, makes it possible to reconstruct where social actors are — around which node of
the circuit are they mostly active — and who has a significant chance to influence the conduct of others
in one or more practices — what they do (Hall et Al, 2013, pp. 29-33). The third theme relevant to
testing the compatibility of the two analytical tools concerns the inextricable connection between the
pole of production and that of consumption. People, in the practices of their daily life, using the goods
they buy, transform them from commodities into objects that occupy a specific place within practices.
According to this perspective, therefore, consumption is not merely the passive result of the process of
“consumption production” through the planned activities of design, marketing, and advertising con-
ducted by companies. The scholars of the culture’s circuit recognize that in the practices of goods’ ap-
propriation mechanisms are active for conditioning consumer behaviour through scripts embedded in
products. Nevertheless, they consider consumption as a process relatively autonomous from produc-
tion. As will be clear in the second part of the paper, the blurry boarders between consumption and
production also affect practices related to processes of identity.

This is consistent with the claims by Warde (2005), who, in a seminal article, discussed the advantages
of studying consumption from the perspective of the theory of practices. According to this approach,
the concept of “the consumer” ceases to be the unit of analysis. “The key focal points become the orga-
nization of the practice and the moments of consumption enjoined” (Warde, 2005). Most importantly,
this approach challenges the way in which people have been considered, in a polarized way, either as
sovereign choosers or as dupes.

In conclusion, it seems possible to argue that the two heuristic instruments serve to analyse the same
type of phenomena and do much of the same work, as they help us to focus on the interweaving of
human and non-human agents, the symbolic processes in which they are involved, and the way the
“social” takes shape. If this is true, then one may wonder whether these two instruments can somehow
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be combined — that is, whether they can be integrated such that one allows researchers to see something
that the other deemphasizes. We believe that this is the case. The merit of the culture’s circuitis providing
an articulated analytic scheme of the processes through which practices are connected. These processes
are comprised of an articulation of practices. They go far beyond any specific practice. They indeed
involve also social components that do not exhaust their activities within a single practice: for instance,
the market and elaborate production systems; the regulatory systems that rule its operations but also
apply in other fields; and the broader social identities to which the practitioners belong and that are
relevant for the practitioner’s conduct in the performances. Understanding this complexity enables us
to study how a practice is placed on a broader social background. In it, many forms of agency are at work,
such as the agency of individuals, organizations, and institutions, each the consequence of powerful
socio-technical systems. They are not neutral: even if they are not directly connected to the practice in
question, they are affected by itand can influence it. It seems to us that the circuit of culture illustrates the
suggestion made by Davide Nicolini (2013, p. 181) and taken up by Spaargaren (2016, p. 74) not to reify
practices, insisting in categorizing them as neatly defined sets of components. Those scholars suggest
to “start with processes and to take the emergence and creation of provisionally identifiable units as the
thing to be explained” (Nicolini, 2013, p. 180; Spaargaren et Al., 2016, p. 74).

An ontological issue arises, however, from the comparison of the two heuristic tools: while the prac-
tice theory applies expressly to a flat ontology through its assumption that the social is comprised only
by practices, the circuit of culture relies on no such assumption. Moreover, the articulation among pro-
cesses and practices, as it applies to the circuit, seems to suggest a predilection for an epistemological
foundation rather than an ontological one. Such an issue falls beyond the scope of this article since we
believe that, regardless of their underlying ontologies, these two heuristic tools, if integrated, can lead to
better cultural analysis of practices and material culture.

The practice approach proves to be invaluable in demonstrating how knowledge, agency, affections,
and emotions are distributed in practices rather than existing as the property of individuals Moreover,
practice scholars emphasize the emotional and affective components of a practice that are overlooked in
analyses through the circuit of culture. The chief merit of practice theory, finally, is to highlight how
practices are reproduced beyond the contribution of individual practitioners. The cultural and material
components taken on by practitioners become elements of the practice itself: patterns and configura-
tions, ways of thinking and of doing that retain value beyond any single performance of practitioners.
The need to distinguish between practices and those social arrangements that do not crystallize in any
recognizable practice is something that is not adequately addressed by the mere application of the circuit
tool.

In the following part, we will present some results from two case studies in order to test the two
heuristic tools and the respective analytical advantages. The case studies have been realized as part of
two PhD dissertations. The first case concerns the introduction of a digital tool in the highly skilled
craft of watchmaking. The combination of the two approaches sheds light on the relational and per-
formative nature of a robotic artefact. More precisely, this combination enables us to analyse the rela-
tionship between the introduction of the technological object into a specific artisanal practice and the
apparently disparate elements of that practice, such as affective dispositions, used tools (traditional and
innovative), material setups, and broad discourses about automation. The second case pertains to self-
production practices in the Italian agricultural system. By applying both heuristic tools to specific and
localized practices related to different nodes of the circuit, the researchers were able to observe how the
mutual influence between practices related to self-production can generate common identities and rep-
resentations of being a farmer. This mutual influence between production and consumption practices,
identity, and representations also contributes to the emergence of new practices capable of protecting
and favouring small-scale farming.
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Second Part

1. Prototyping an “Augmented” Tool for the Practice of Watchmaking: The TéléTweez

In this section, we will advance considerations addressing the prototyping of technological tools and
their implementation in traditional working practices. The preliminary findings for this ongoing re-
search project come from the ethnographic observation of researchers’ activities at Institut des Systémes
Intelligents et de Robotigue (ISIR) in September 2018. These researchers also worked with informants
for qualitative interviews.! The interviews were conducted with traditional watchmakers, namely the
practitioners using the studied artefact.

The innovative tool we want to present and deconstruct, called TéléTweez, was developed at ISIR
labs on commission by Percipio Robotics. It is a novel haptic interface resembling the conventional
tweezers used in watchmaking. It allows a watchmaker to remotely control a robotic arm that assembles
watches more accurately than is humanly possible. This artefact aims to fit into a proud traditionalist
craftsmanship practice, with the intent of augmenting the competencies involved in it by introducing
not only new materials but also new meanings. At the same time, it is connected with other artefacts
and other practices, which together create a broad socio-technical system permeated by discourses and
representations linked to the automation of working practices. To study this artefact, we turned our
attention mainly to two fundamental issues. First, we focused on the social construction processes that
characterized the prototyping phases through studying the relationship that exists between production
and consumption and which entangles the two. Second, we studied the relationship among the artefact,
the practice in which it is inserted, and the broader socio-technical system and cultural context to which
it belongs. In our view, such cases require us to adopt a flexible analytical gaze without precluding the
possibility of merging different heuristic tools. We saw in the opening of this paper how the nature and
meaning of an artefact can be understood only if analysed within the practice in which it is inserted.
A practice-based approach may help us to impose analytical order on the complex relationship among
the materiality of the artefact, the competencies, and the meanings of the practice to which it belongs.
In fact, we will see how its technical and physical properties are shaped by, and at the same time shape,
the “human” and cultural properties of the practice in which it is used. It will be illustrated how the
technological device is able to modify the elements that characterize the practice of watchmaking. By
widening the gaze, this approach can also point out that an artefact always takes shape in relation not
only to one, but to many other practices, situating itself in a broad nexus of practices, which constitutes
the fabric of social reality. By attributing importance to dimensions such as identity and representation,
the circuit of culture can help us to understand what role a working practice, along with its constituting
materials, takes inside a broad social context, composed of many different practices. In short, the circuit
of culture places the artefacts, and the overall practices in which they are involved, in a rhizomatic system
of potentially infinite artefacts and practices. By culture, we also mean the set of legitimizing discourses
that emerge from representations and are connected to the dimension of identity, orienting production,
consumption, and regulation. Combining these two approaches can therefore help us analyze and locate
a technological artefact within an entire socio-technical system, made up of discourses, regulations, and
constellations of institutionalized practices.

1.1. The Practice: Traditional and “Augmented” Watchmaking

Watchmaking is the art of making and repairing watches. Following the guidelines drawn by Shove and
colleagues, we can sece the elements that define this practice. This activity is traditionally carried out
by artisans with specific skills, such as a remarkable ability to operate on tiny mechanical systems, and
endowed with the artistic taste necessary to create objects in which beauty is usually more important
than practical function. We know that knowledge is not the property of individuals, but a feature of
groups with their material setups (Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina, & Savigny, 2001): skills are thus shared and

L. The data obtained through ethnography and interviews were collected during a study concerning the social construction
processes of haptic interfaces, or devices which deliver artificial tactile sensations to the skin. These technologies can help
users complete a task, augment or replace other senses, and add immersivity to virtual interactions (Culbertson, Schorr, &
Okamura, 2018).
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institutionalized through formal degrees at watchmaking schools; later, practitioners usually receive in-
house training at the factory or service centre where they are employed. Despite the institutionalization
of skills through training, a lot of the knowledge involved in the performance of this practice is corporeal
and “tacit” (Polanyi, 1966), learned and situated in autonomous daily work (Viteritti, 2012).

There are some movements that can’t be standardized, because they’re not the same for
everyone. I can tell you which points to touch, but I can’t define how you have to hold the
tweezers. There are no correct movements, every watchmaker masters his own technique
(Leonardo, watchmaker).

A fundamental aspect of this practice is the set of meanings attributed to the tools which are often
customized according to the personal preferences of the practitioners themselves. Words like craftsman-
ship and customization are very common in the world of watchmaking, and they are directly related to
the final product created in this practice: the luxury watch.

People are willing to spend so much money to buy mechanical watches, although they are
much less precise than the cheaper quartz ones. Because craftsmanship binds the clock to the
idea of human genius, and gives it a sense of uniqueness, even by virtue of those inaccuracies.
So, I think automation won’t have an easy road in the watchmaking industry, or at least not
in luxury companies (Leonardo, watchmaker).

Following industrial revolutions, automation has changed the way in which technology production
is conceived; however, high-end watchmaking can hardly be realized by automation, because small batch
production requires a flexibility that automation cannot achieve at a reasonable cost. Moreover, the
ability to manipulate objects of small dimensions is extremely difficult to automate. The micro-world,
however, is far beyond human perceptive capabilities due to the limitations of the human eye (Lu, 2016).
But with innovative prototypes of cobotic systems — a neologism referring to the cooperation between
humans and robots — we are gaining access to micro scales to handle tiny gears and springs.

1.2. The Prototype

Applying this technology directly to watchmaking, French micro robotic company, Percipio Robotics,
in collaboration with ISIR, proposed a tool to teleoperate micro-assembly tasks. In the first phase of
development, the semi-automatic system was composed of a joystick, a user interface that conveyed mo-
tion commands to a robot assembling micro-components of the watch on a platform. As operators are
trained for years with conventional tweezers, the use of the joystick was not intuitive. This, among other
problems, highlighted the presence of discrepancies between the rhetoric of enrolment to the use of this
technology and the experience of actual usage (Wilson, 2003). The artefact was intended to change the
practice of watchmaking without really understanding the practice itself, privileging management-held
priorities such as seeking efficiency and reducing margin of error. Engineers considered the possibility
that conflicts of scripts could emerge between the culture of traditional watchmaking and the prescrip-
tions of the ideal practice of “augmented” watchmaking. To overcome these problems and to properly
identify user needs, Percipio involved professionals in the field of watchmaking. In this second phase
of development, the objective was to recreate a working interface that was as similar as possible to the
traditional one. Engineers chose to design a novel haptic interface that resembles conventional tweezers
in order to provide intuitiveness. They called it Télé Tweez.

The electronic tweezer, like the previous joystick, allows remote control of a robotic arm that repro-
duces the pinching movement of the tweezer and assembles watches more accurately. The underlying
idea behind the creation of these cobotic systems was to “transcribe the user’s expertise into the robotic
control loop” (Sakr, Daunizeau, Reversat, Regnier, & Haliyo, 2018). In some sense, we can say that
these new artefacts aim to make tacit knowledge explicit through digitally defining gestures and embod-

ied skills.

The big picture was to make watchmakers try this device, and let them do the typical move-
ments they usually do with the tweezers. The idea was to record the movements, and also
to record the force they applied, et cetera (Thomas, ISIR engineer).
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Fig. 3. The haptic tweezers. Picture was taken by the author at ISIR labs.
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Fig. 4. The TéléTweez cobotic system
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The focus on this second prototyping phase was on improving the performance and productivity
of practitioners, promising to “augment” ill-suited human natural abilities> — that is, touch and sight
that can scarcely handle small dimensions and long hours of work.

We increase their capabilities on their work. We can allow them to decrease the size of the
objects and make things tiniest, or the contrary... They can also block the pieces without
applying any muscular force: this prevents excessive fatigue during a long time, and maybe
we can decrease the musculoskeletal problems (Sophia, ISIR engineer).

Another aspect to which they have decided to pay attention is versatility. First, the producers high-
lighted that Télé Tweez can also be used as conventional tweezers. Second, “since it is tweezers-based
design and is compatible with conventional usage, the interface is not limited to watchmaking but can
be used in a wide range of micro-manipulations” (Sakr, Daunizeau, Reversat, Regnier & Haliyoet, 2018).
“The prototype does not work on its own, but as part of a dynamic assemblage of interests, fantasies and
practical actions, out of which new socio-material arrangements arise” (Suchman, Trigg, & Blomberg,
2002).

Although user tests in controlled settings have not yet been performed, the prototype has been tested
by potential users during several demonstrations at trade shows, where practitioners from the watch-
making industry and other micromanipulation-related fields were asked to try out the prototype and
give feedback. From these demonstrations, engineers noticed that the table on which the prototype was
tested created frustration for testers since it differed too much from what is used by watchmakers in their
daily working routine. An arm positioning deck similar to those traditionally used has thus been inte-
grated with the purpose of facilitating the posture that practitioners are accustomed to and of recreating
a familiar material setup. This way of involving potential users comes close to what Lucy Suchman calls
“co-operative prototyping” (Suchman et Al., 2002).

1.3. Widening the View

Following this last consideration, we can say that the representation that has been made of this project, al-
though limited to a specialized field, explains how the identity of the coboric device aligns with a wide sys-
tem of discourses related to emerging technologies common to other “augmented” practices and other
research communities. This aspect is not casual, given that, as Latour said, the inscriptions become
stronger as they are inscribed into a larger heterogeneous actor-network (Monteiro & Hanseth, 1996).
This crystallization of inscriptions is thus achieved through orders of signifying practices that let repre-
sentations relating to this field seem as if they are “regular” or “natural.” We could say that it is a form
of regulation, which can be disputed at any time (Thompson, 1997).

This reflection on representation leads us to think about another aspect that is properly highlighted
in the circuit of culture. According to Stuart Hall, identity can be described as “the way in which dif-
ferent groups and types of people (from producers to consumers) associate and are associated with dis-
courses made around the artefact” (Hall & Du Gay, 1996). Identity and representations are closely re-
lated as, for example, when the latter are linked to ideologies carried out by social groups. In this case, we
talked about the goal of partially automating an ancient professional practice. In the case of TéléTweez,
full automation was not the main target. The semi-automation guaranteed by cobotics was the preferred
route for two reasons. From a purely practical point of view, human cognitive flexibility makes it possi-
ble to manage any unforeseen event that current autonomous systems would not identify, such as the
presence of dust in the gears. Additionally, in a fully automated system, there would be no craftsman-
ship to give “luxury” status to the final product: the watch.

From a pure marketing view, companies build watches not to give you the hour, but because
they’re mechanical jewels. If they’re done by robots, there is no value added by the human,
and they won’t be able to sell anything. Maybe Swatch can do it, which is a mass consump-
tion and not a luxury company. But you can’t have luxury brands doing fully automating

2. The goal to “augment” competences, perceptions and, ultimately, the boundaries of human condition up to equate the
latter — in the most extreme visions — to technology, is usually attributed to post-humanist ideologies (Bostrom, 2014).
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Fig. 5. The workbench designed by ISIR engineers
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Fig. 6. The assembling robotic platform
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watchmaking. Because at the end of the day you pay for the craftsmanship (Thomas, ISIR
engineer).

However, among practitioners, there is the awareness thatin the future, with more advanced systems
as in other non-craftsmanship-related sectors, full automation is a plausible outcome.

We are as most traditionalists, reluctant to innovate. And then the idea of being replaced
by a machine, or that a machine can have similar skills to mine is... annoying. And I tell you
this from a young person who has a whole working life ahead, and who sees these risks as
possible (Leonardo, watchmaker).

The sense of annoyance experienced by the interviewee with the idea of being compared to a robot
opens a window on the affective dimension of the practice of watchmaking. As we saw in the opening
of this paper, the cognitive and affective dispositions through which individuals respond to their envi-
ronment are informed by some pre-reflexive moral intuitions, called general understandings, which are
of a social nature and are embedded in practice. These general understandings serve as incentives to par-
ticipate in the practice and constitute what is commonly called “motivation” (Reckwitz, 2017, p. 120).
What drives the watchmakers to be enrolled in the practice is, first of all, the pleasure they feel in the
handicraft typical of artisanal jobs, or the almost intimate relationship with the materiality of the tools
and of the product of their own work. Furthermore, they are motivated by the satisfaction of improving
their bodily and intellectual abilities, aiming at mastery through the creation, with their own hands, of
objects that are a concretization of aesthetic human genius. Finally, they feel a strong sense of exclusivity
by being part of a niche that keeps its traditions intact for centuries. However, this sense of belonging
coexists with an idea of the uniqueness of one’s work, which is reflected in the self-customized tools and
in the irreproducibility of mechanical watches.

Given that practice is organized around this order of affects, a question arises: What remains of the
practice when the motivations that characterize it are affected? Can an “augmented” version of watch-
making continue to recruit practitioners if a technological artefact, which is somehow not compatible
with the general understandings that have always provided the teleological structure of the practice it-
self, is introduced? Perhaps this new version of the practice will recruit new types of practitioners, who
feel more inclined to align themselves with different discursive frameworks. Although the engineers
have not elaborated in-depth reflections on this topic, they seem to be aware of the fact that becoming
promoters of total automation could be risky.

The risk with automation is to remove from workers the only thing that makes them valu-
able. Because, theoretically, with a robot, any clumsy watchmaker can become as good as a
talented master. So, is there any value in human work, at the end of the day, if you don’t
acknowledge the very intense training they need to master their practice? In my opinion, it’s
still interesting to have a human-centric process, because you rely on brain flexibility. Well,
we’ll see until neural networks and deep learning will really start to catch on (Thomas, ISIR
engineer).

The union of the two approaches has allowed us to shed light on the relational and performative
nature of technological objects. We have seen how one artefact, the TéléTweez, can connect different
practices and, at the same time, demonstrate how the practice can relate different artefacts. Finally, we
have illustrated how the introduction of a new artefact in the practice of watchmaking has allowed us to
analyse the relationship between the overall configuration of the practice and its general understandings,
relating the apparently disparate elements of practice, such as affective dispositions, used tools, material
setup, and broad discourses about automation. The observation of these links has allowed us to prob-
lematize through a new perspective the nodes of the circuit of culture, considering them as elements in
continuous transformation.

2. Self-Production Practice in Italian Farmer Agriculture

In this section, we will investigate self-production practices in the context of Italian small-farmer agri-
culture. Self-production is one of the bundles of practice that composes the Alternative Food Networks
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(AFNGs) in which small farmers participate. AFNs are based on local action and proximity, both at socio-
economical and spatial levels between consumers and producers. Their purpose is to build new eco-
nomic and productive strategies encouraging alternative and sustainable ways to live and produce local,
self-made food (Barbera, Dagnes, Salento & Spina, 2016; Corrado, 2010; Nigh & Gonzéilez Cabafias,
2015). In this field, we can observe production practices adopted by small farmers linking private life to
work and economic processes. Studies on alternative and circular economies have shown that changing
consumption practices influences lifestyles. Networks, in this sense, are set in motion by individuals
to support the activation of new consumption and production practices, that foster awareness, critical
thought, and responsibility toward “the social” (Bertell & Aime, 2013).

We analysed 17 interviews of farmers involved in the Italian association of World Wide Opportuni-
ties on Organic Farms (WWOOF), a network that promotes organic agriculture and a sustainable way
of life through work-hospitality exchange. Farmers who are part of the WWOOF Italia are often in-
volved in other AFNs and participate in local activities. The assumption behind this research is that
farmers’ participation is practice-based more than value-oriented. Through the combined-approach
proposed in this paper, we overcome the emphasis on values shared by individuals, examining how the
self-production practice recruits farmers and involves them in AFNs. Combining practice theory and
the circuit of culture, it is possible to observe the cultural turn which has affected self-made food produc-
tion practice over time. We consider the role of self-made food production practice as part of the small
farmers’ lifestyle choices, affecting not only private lives but the economy as a whole. Literature defines
“self-sufficient agriculture” as small-scale agriculture with a primary aim of self-sufficiency through self-
production; it is conceived of as a way to realize freedom and autonomy (Bertell, 2016) in subscribing
to philosophies such as the “back-to-the-land” philosophy (Wilbur, 2013). Indeed, self-production in
food affects not only the individual life and the environment, but also consumption and representation.

Self-produced food is

seasonal, always fresh, organic, local both in terms of production and exchange, and pro-
motes the predilection of native species and restoration of ancient seeds. “Good Food” is
also synonymous with an idea of agricultural labour as a tool for personal growth, a creative
activity that allows you to develop individual aptitudes and inclinations”(Brombin, 201s,

p- 472).

Self-production, for this reason, also influences identity through the creation of new ways to forge
links with consumers and other producers.

In the first sub-section, we use practice theory from a historical perspective with the aim of under-
standing self-production practice. The second sub-section describes how practice theory and the circuit
of culture can be combined to understand how farmers promote a sustainability turn founded in pro-
duction practices.

2.1. Searching for the Specific Features of the Self-production Practice Nowadays: A Diachronic Approach

The analytical tool elaborated by Shove et Al. (2012) is useful to understand meanings associated with
self-production practice. Moreover, it helps us to observe how historical context informs practice. As
pointed out by Schifer et Al. (2018), “the regular performance of practices keeps them alive, but is also
responsible for their transformation. Transformations can come about through changes in the arrange-
ment of elements — how they fit together.” Since self-production practices are well-studied in literature,
we can reconstruct transformations involving farmers’ methods and purposes over time. This section
demonstrates how self-production practice evolved from the traditional farmer agriculture model to con-
temporary self-sufficient agriculture. For this purpose, we consider the role of the technological progress
involving food production from the middle of the last century, which results in so-called conventional
and intensive agricultures, as shown in Figure 7.

In traditional farm-hold management the link between production and consumption is instrumen-
tal, using all the resources in a “closed-cycle” system (Caillavet, Guyomard & Lifran, 1994).

Nonetheless, both technological transformations mark the starting point of a new food production
model able to satisfy emerging needs related to the improvement of living conditions in developed coun-
tries after World War II. The intensive production model replaces the internal resources, thus improving
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Fig. 7. Farmer agriculture evolution in the last Century

performances and benefits. Although, the small farmer agriculture model still holds, new strategies must
be developed to safeguard the environment and the role of small production in the extant capitalistic
and globalized society.

Compared to traditional farmer agriculture, self-production practice is still fundamental in the small
farmer agriculture and seems stable over time, attesting to the resilience of the farmer agriculture model
(Van der Ploeg, 2018). Nonetheless, even if the three spheres are connected to each other, there have been
transformations involving meanings, competencies, and materials. We can observe the influences among
them by elaborating a dynamic tool, as shown in Figure 8, according to the theory of practices elaborated
by Shove et Al. (2012). We have assigned to the self-production practice three different moments that
characterized the history of farmer agriculture in the last century, considering that “transformations of
daily practices are a result of a co-evolution and/or re-configuring of several interdependent elements
within complex socio-technical systems” (Schifer et Al, 2018, p. ).

Farmer Agriculture Conventional Farmer Farmer Agriculture
(Chayanov) [T0] Agriculture [T1] (Van der Ploeg) [T2]
Meaning: Closed Cycle System, Meaning: Closed Cycle System, Meaning. Closed Cydeisystent, freedom;

Contact with nature,

MERmiSB OO TESONICeS MaxirTiEalion ol TEsoUrces Food Sovereignty, Authonomy, Social Justice
Material: Competence: "
Space of life/work,  Technical competences, Maternal: Competence: Material: Competence:
Animals and Plants, Physical ability Space olteivoriy Production tecniques, Space of life/work, Technical competences
Instruments and tools Animalsiand.Flants Physical ability Animals and Plants, (organic, biological...)
Instruments and tools, ihetriimentsanaitools Relational competences,

Chemicals Physical ability

Fig. 8. The dynamic analysis of self-food production practice using the Theory of Practices by E. Shove

The first moment [To] is referred to as farmer agriculture in early Nineteenth century. Chayanov
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elaborated in the 1920s a model in which farmer agriculture is seen as a bearer of modernity and marked
by a specific ratio that goes beyond the pursuit of profit (Van der Ploeg, 2018). Reading the Chayano-
vian model through the practice approach, self-production appears to be a practice whose meanings are
related to the survival of farm and family. The balance between family consumption and family work
depends on individual actions and affects the size of the farm: the need of land grows with the increasing
number of individuals within the household.

Thus, the dynamic analysis of self-production practice in the farmer agriculture field illustrates that
“recrafting practices... aims to reduce its negative effects” (Schifer et Al,, 2018, p. 6). In fact, practice
co-evolves with the experience of practitioners and technological progress. After World War II, the
switchover from arms to chemical industry encouraged the spread of chemical fertilisers and pesticides.
During the 1950s [T1] individual farmers balanced the use of chemical and organic fertilisers with the
use of internal resources from the farm (Van der Ploeg, 2018). Unlike in the first scheme, self-production
practice in conventional agriculture is influenced by a technical improvement, which affects the mate-
rial (and consequently the competence) sphere and effects a re-assessment of the balance among mean-
ings, materials, and competencies. This transformation leads to a consideration of further developments
which resulted from the efforts of contemporary farmers’ networks in attempting to reclaim the role of
farmer agriculture and to build more sustainable economies as a response to climate change.

The intensive production methods have created emerging unsustainability and new risks, but, these
risks have been counterbalanced by new demands for food sovereignty, quality, food safety, environmen-
tal protection, both from consumers and producers. Exemplifying responses to these risks and demands,
the third moment [ T2] represents the contemporary small farmer agriculture, affected by a cultural turn
that involves food and its production.

In my opinion [self-production] is a fundamental step to go out of all the logics of industrial
job, because you need people, and talents... and therefore yes, self-production is fundamen-
tal to me (Alberto, farmer).

As previously seen, the farmer’s job is associated with the aim of self-sufficiency and freedom, but it
is also inspired by environmental principles and ethical consideration.

When you make a choice like this, the job becomes your life, it becomes part of your life.
I mean, the work completes your life, and there is no more difference between your work
and your life... Thanks to this, you create a different relationship between yourself and the
whole being (Marcello, farmer).

As noted by Brombin, “ethics and aesthetics are set around the concept of self-production and self-
sufficiency. This serves to distinguish good food from bad food, and becomes a true marker of a green
identity” (Brombin, 2015, p. 474).

We produce about 60-70% of what we consume. We buy very few things, outside... perhaps
there is a moment in which we don’t have potatoes, and then we must buy potatoes... yes,
I buy potatoes from my neighbour, not only because I know where they are from, but also
because it’s handy. Because potatoes are there, my neighbour makes them and I buy them
from him, rather than going to the supermarket (Carlo, farmer).

In this way, food embodies the same meanings related to the practice of self-production which give
meaning to production choices. As shown by Figure 8, the transformation of meanings implies the re-
evaluation of the material’s role in building practice: such materials involve ancient seeds, animal labour,
old growing methods but also new approaches to preserving nature and health, such as organic, holistic,
synergistic, or biodynamical farming. Rediscovering or reinventing production methods coming from
the peasant tradition aims to re-affirm the nature value in co-producing food: as underlined by Van
der Ploeg (2018), agriculture could be seen as the encounter between the social sphere and the material

sphere.

Another [important] thing is another conception of time, for sure. Another conception of
the use of your body. Of the relationship with the seasons (Giovanna, farmer).
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The importance of materiality in building culture in the rural field has historical evidence in the
forms of customs to celebrate agricultural cyclical moments, such as the harvest time in ancient Greek
and Roman society or the festivities during the sprout of the plants in Mesopotamia (Buttitta, 2006,
p- 33). Moreover, the spiritual side of materials in agriculture is linked to specific cultural patterns im-
parted through generations, influencing social knowledge as well as social practices. As Reckwitz ob-
served,

a specific social practice contains specific forms of knowledge. For practice theory, this
knowledge is more complex than “knowing that.” It embraces ways of understanding,
knowing how; ways of wanting and of feeling that are linked to each other within a
practice... This way of understanding is largely implicit and largely historically-culturally
specific (Reckwitz, 2002, pp. 253-254).

Looking at the cultural and technological transformations involving food and agriculture, today, it
is possible to observe an integrative respectful approach about nature and work, which is reflected by
production practices, requiring not only practical and physical competencies but also environmental
and social awareness.

When someone acts, all actions have a consequence, also on what they produce, and on
relationships with other people... Of course, I am more inclinable to purchase, or to supply
some products I don’t have from people near to me, because I know how they work and
therefore we are in a more positive connection. Then, we cannot do everything in this way,
but we do the more we can (Alberto, farmer).

If social practices are considered to be “a better target of intervention for sustainability policy than
‘behavior,’ ‘choice,” or technical innovation alone” (Spurling, Shove, McMeekin, Southerton, & Welch,
2013, p. 4), it is useful to observe that as one element changes, it affects not only a single practice, but
also the other practices to which that element is connected.

2.2. Self-Production as a Practice between Practices: Re-thinking the Circuit of Culture using Theory of Practices

Self-production is not an isolated practice in the farmer’ life or in the AFN context, but it is part of a
network of practices, which help to develop and disseminate schemes, ideas, other practices, and social
networks into alternative ways of producing, consuming, and marketing. The aim of this section is to
explore the relations that tie self-production to social-economical context, thereby underlining the op-
portunity to use the circuit of culture and the five processes through which “meanings are made and
shared within and among cultures” (Leve, 2012). Each of these processes, however, consists of multiple,
interrelated practices of sharing materials, competencies, and meanings. Considering practices as events
that occur in everyday life, we can consider also the identity building process taking place through prac-
tices, as everyday life choices, participation in groups or networks, and ways of self-representation.

In order to understand how to create a more sustainable social and environmental system, the cir-
cuit elaborated here, including the theory of practices model and thinking of processes as made up of
practices, helps us to observe the interrelations and the influences inside the practice system. There-
fore, we are able to analyse the relationships among materials, meanings, and competencies in practices
and among practices. Processes and practices are not synonymous: when we speak of practices, we must
consider the role of routine which, in the reproduction of practices, allows us to observe recognizable
patterns in the activities done by individuals in different times, ways, and spaces.

Replacing production as process with the practice of self-production, we observe how this change
generates different identities, representations, norms, and forms of consumption inside the AFNs. This
is particularly important because

in contrast to conventional food enterprise development, AFNs are faced with a wider
range of possible operational destinations... In general [while] agro-food systems have
well-defined sets of roles, models of interactions, trajectories, development stages... AFNs
must find a path that allows them to compete in the system that has been designed for
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other types of goals — thus they have to creatively identify materials and resources within
local contexts and use them to their advantage (Grivins, Keech, Kunda & Tisenkopfs, 2017,

p- 343).

The debate on prosumerism, the overlap of production with consumption, has underlined the capa-
bility of consumers to produce and to cultivate meanings within different AFNs. Through the model
we designed in Figure 9, one can observe the contribution enacted by small farmers in enriching AFNs
starting from their local context, habits, and routines.

¢

representation

¢ ¢>

regulation identity

\ /

¢> o

consumption ‘ ' production

Fig. 9. Re-thinking the Circuit of Culture using Theory of Practices

Given the observed ties around production, we can consider the influence of identity in affecting the
involvement of the self-production practice.

We may say that in my life the speech about to make things by yourself, to make the garden,
isn’tit? To make honey, to take care of your animals, from a biological point of view has
been so natural... because [in my family] we ate the same vegetables we produced, the same
honey, the same meat. And so, there was an absolute attention to hold them clean, not to
give them medicines, try to save them with natural methods (Lucia, farmer).

In this way, the routine coming from family tradition influences recruitment into the self-
production practice, enriching meanings and affecting materials and skills of the practice.

Consumption also impacts involvement in self-production practices, evaluated in terms of ethics,
values, beliefs, and meanings. The importance of quality of food leads consumers to prefer production
methods that are deemed to be as natural as possible. In this sense, we can consider self-production in
the context of food as a practice born of consumption.

Interacting with the market is necessary not only to make use of a farm’s surpluses, but also to sup-
port farmers when the farm cannot cover all the family needs. In this case, identity and production affect
consumption in terms of consciousness. For this reason, it is preferred, wherever possible, to exchange
with people who frequent same markets.

All the things that I don’t produce, like oil, or flour... but there are some cheeses, some milk,
sometimes. I know that there are people who produce these things in a certain way. So, I
can exchange with some acquaintance or friend, because perhaps they don’t have what I
produce, and so we exchange our products (Giacomo, farmer).

Networks built upon self-production and self-produced food create, in this way, the conditions to
build new consumption materials, such as new informal market spaces adopted by AFNs, and to enrich
the consciousness around meanings and know-how associated with consumption.
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Well, we always try to build some network of collaboration. We say that the relationships
that we establish are always... I mean, from the sale, to the purchase of the beasts, simply it
is however a relationship between equals. Then this is a collaborative relationship, et cetera,
based also on the respect of work, and of the others, and of my own work. Here we say, that
this is really the way to have relationships with others. And from here, all the other things
that’ll come, will be good (Marta, farmer).

The relationship among production, consumption, and identity influences regulation practices.
One of the most relevant cases is that of the Participated Certification. This alternative certification
system has been created by consumers and producers in local markets with the aim of avoiding the
institutional method. Moreover, the need to create this system has been conceived in order to protect
small producers both from bureaucracy and high taxation. The ability to generate this system derives
from a shared understanding of the difficulties and of the potentials of a small producer to create
something that is not only self-produced.

Through this use of the circuit, it is possible to observe the interaction among the individual elements
of practices, and how the continuous negotiation among them produces the redefinition of living and
working conditions, of meanings, and of norms.

The combined-approach using the theory of practices and the circuit of culture has allowed us to
understand how a practice changes over time, affecting the other practices to which it is related. As we
saw in the first subsection, when one element changes, it influences the whole practice. In this sense,
it is possible to observe how the cultural turn in agriculture derives from the influence of meanings on
skills and materials. In the second subsection, we observed in depth the complex relational system of
self-production practice in the context of AFNs. We have underlined the mutual interactions among
practices and defined a continuous transformation process involving people, their daily activities, and
their relations with the market. Through this combined approach, we can understand practice in all its
complexity, considering the recruitment into practice as connected to, and dependent on, other prac-
tices.

Conclusion

In this contribution, we have advanced some considerations about the advantages that can derive from
studying phenomena of material culture using a combination of two heuristic tools, namely the circuit
of culture and the theory of practices, as proposed respectively by Du Gay et Al. (1997) and Shove et
Al. (2012), respectively. We have compared the two heuristic tools and highlighted those points that
would make them compatible and usefully integrated. In particular, we highlighted that both groups
of scholars are aware of the need to explain specific and daily practices. Moreover, we learned that they
wish to accomplish this task without forgetting the connections of these practices with the phenomena,
knowledge, rules, and teleological orientations that go far beyond single practices and that constitute
the ties among people, artefacts, non-human agents — in a phrase, “the social” itself. The most recent
advances in the theory of practices demonstrate how authors are committed to gaining a more precise
sense of the cultural activities that underlie practices and provide a common cultural framework to social
actors.

The circuit of culture elucidated the connections among practices, and among arrangements of prac-
tices. Since it is designed to highlight the complex of processes to which practices give rise, the circuit
of culture was helpful also in understanding which parts of a practice are more likely to influence the
agents in others. The circuit, therefore, fostered an understanding of power’ effect on practices. The
practice theory tool on the other hand allowed a deeper understanding of the emotional work done in
the practice. Moreover, it highlighted the linkages among cultural activities, materials, and practitioners’
competencies as well as the role of those linkages in reproducing and transforming practices. Finally, the
comparison of these two heuristic tools allowed us to discriminate between practical events disappearing
in the flow of the enactments and practice as entities and broader processes.

In order to prove the efficiency of our comparison, we used these tools to explore two case studies
related to a technological artefact and a type of agricultural cultivation. This combination allowed us
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to deconstruct the objects and their material properties by analysing them as they are used by people in
everyday life — in this specific case, in working or prosuming practices. More broadly, it has allowed
us to understand the relationship among the artefacts, the practices in which they are inserted, and the
broader socio-technical system and cultural context of discourses, regulations, and constellations of in-
stitutionalized practices to which they belong.
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Abstract

The present contribution intends to probe a view of practices as cycles of disposition and unfoldings
or, which is the same, of virtualities and actualizations, and to show how such view allows not only
to take artefacts into account, but also to account for their contribution to the unfolding of prac-
tices. A specific practice, related to squeezing oranges in a sink by using Juicy Salif; the (in)famous
Philippe Starck’s squeezer, is exploited as empirical ground for exemplification. In order to probe the
proposed view of practices as cycles of disposition and unfoldings, the present contribution engages
in an epistemological and in a methodological reflection. On the one hand, it investigates the role of
dispositions—virtualities in past and present approaches to practices. On the other, it recovers the dis-
used Actor-Network Theory’s notion of “script” as a way to describe-analyze artefacts’ dispositions or
virtualities and thus accounting for their contribution to practices. In the end, the paper, by investigat-
ing the role of dispositions-virtualities, recovers the structuralist legacy to the reflection on practices,
showing how Actor-Network Theory can be considered a “distributed structuralism”.

Keywords: Actor-Network Theory; Actualization; Design; Script; Structuralism; Virtuality.
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1 Introduction

Fig. 1. Squeezing oranges in the sink.

The picture above (Figure 1) is not sharp enough to clearly see what is happening — I took it around
fifteen years ago, with an early non-professional digital camera. Nevertheless, even if the picture were
sharper, it would be still quite difficult for you to discern what is happening, unless you know about
design. Then, you would recognize that the hands at the center of the picture are using Juicy Salif (JS),
the squeezer designed by Philippe Starck and produced by Alessi in 1991, in a sink.

I 'am going to exploit such practice, part of a larger practice related to breakfast preparation, in order
to reflect upon practices and approaches to practices.

Itis not the first time I analyze this case (Mattozzi, 2010), but it is the first time I tackle it as a practice.
However, already in the previous article I resorted to the notion of scripr and to the descriptive-analytical
practice of de-scription (Akrich, 19925 Akrich & Latour, 1992; Latour, 1988; Latour, 1992; Latour, 2000)
in order to attempt what I will try to achieve here — taking into account and accounting for the specific
contribution of the squeezer to such practice.

The present article is, then, empirically grounded. ~However, it has an epistemological-
methodological character.

Methodological, because I will address the issue of how ro describe—analyze artefacts taking part to
practices or, better, how ro describe—analyze the contribution of specific artefacts to the unfolding of a
specific practice.

Epistemological, because, in order for the proposed method — related, as I said, to de-scription or
script analysis or script approach — to be not only recovered, but actually recognized as a descriptive-
analytical method and used as such, I need to open a space in the present epistemological arrangement.
I need, in other words, to create the conditions of possibility for it to be thought as a method.

Given the fact that, by referring to script and de-scription, I will stick to “classical ANT”’s descriptive
notions, categories and models — in order, though, to delve into them and probe their present produc-
tivity —, I consider mine as a 7etro-ANT contribution to the reflection on practices.”

L Because of space constrains, I will limit the discussion to the debate around practices and, thus, I will not address directly
issues related to after- and post- ANT. However, I hope to show that delving into “classical ANT” can outline ways to
tackle them. Somehow, claiming my approach as “retro-” allows me to presentify “old” categories, without the need to
justify them through a full historicization. Elsewhere (e.g., Mattozzi, 2010), I also addressed the issue of how to extend and
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My retro- approach and the necessity of an epistemological clarification will also lead me to recon-
sider the structuralist legacy to approaches to practices. Indeed, we need to take into account that the
first reflection on practices, carried out by Pierre Bourdieu, Anthony Giddens and Michel de Certeau,
emerged as a way to problematize structuralism, and not to dump it, as it later happened. By recovering
such legacy, I will finally show how ANT can contribute to rearticulate it, through what I will call a
“distributed structuralism”.

2 ASqueezerinthe Sink

Whereas many of the readers will be surprised to see a squeezer used in the sink, those who know a bit
about design will be very likely surprised to see specifically that model of squeezer used — in the sink or
anywhere else.

Indeed, /S has spurred, within the product design field, a controversy (Gonzalez, 2007; Mattozzi,
2010) — “is it an object of use or contemplation?” (Julier, 2013, p. 88). Many design critics, scholars
and practitioners have questioned its usability and there is a general agreement on the fact that /S is
“unusable” (Koskinen, 200s, p. 21), up to proposing that /S is not even a designed product, given its
many flaws, like the fact that “it spills everywhere and [that] it does not have anything to keep seeds
apart from the juice” (Magista, 2000, my translation). Others have acknowledged some qualities of /S,
even if not directly related to squeezing, such as the fact that

+ it elicits conversations (Lloyd & Snelders, 2003, p. 246), as also Starck seemed to have proposed
(Julier, 2013, p. 90),

* it allows an aesthetic experience, which, at least, “pleases the eyes” (Russo & DeMoraes, 2003,
p- 146)

* it can also produce visceral reactions, being “bizarre, but delightful” (Norman, 200s, p. 113).

Some others have however acknowledged the fact that the “form of its main body [...] spells out
its method of use” (Khaslavsky & Shedroff, 1999, p. 47) and that, in the end, it disposes a “sensual
experience”, showing “a way out of the purely instrumental approach to daily routine utensils” (Brix,
2008, p. 37) and that this produces a seduction (Gonzales, 2007).

At the time, when I saw for the first time /S used in the sink in the house of my family’s friends, I
knew about the controversy, since, while finishing my Ph.D. thesis about artefacts, their meanings and
their social role, I also started working as teaching assistant in the Faculty of Design and Art of IUAV, the
Architectural School of Venice, thus getting more and more knowledgeable about design. Thus, when
I saw it used in that way within the everyday practice of preparing breakfast, I was startled. I took the
pictures (Figures 1 and 2) — asking the woman to pose for Figure 2, given it was a dismissed practice —
initially thinking of using them just as an example for the students. Of course, my curiosity and request
for pictures elicited a conversation. However, besides being surprised of my surprise, the woman in the
picture did not say much, given that she never really reflected upon her practice. It was somehow taken
for granted, having become a routine. However, she said that her husband bought the squeezer, after
having seen itat a party, fascinated by the display of the falling flow of juice. Once in the house, it became
part of the kitchen tools.

She started to use it for the everyday morning orange juice* of the husband. Initially, she used to
squeeze oranges on the kitchen peninsula (Figure 2). However, given the height of the squeezer, given
the height of the peninsula, such everyday routine required quite an effort — a bit too much, given also
her age. Therefore, she aimed at a lower surface, which she encountered just behind her — the sink

integrate the scipr model. I will not address the issue here, limiting myself in using just the tools proposed by Akrich and
Latour.

2. Up to the moment one of the reviewers made me notice that usually /S is considered a lemon-squeezer, I never thought
that squeezing oranges with it could result almost as awkward as using it in the sink. It is true that official pictures usually
portray /S in relations to lemons, however Alessi’s catalog addresses it as a generic citrus squeezer and it also displays a
picture of it with oranges.
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Fig. 2. Using /S on the kitchen peninsula

(Figure 3). Not only it was the only other surface available around, but she was already familiar with i,
since she would wash /S in it, after use on the peninsula.

Once /S in the sink, she was able to exert all her strength and her body weight (Figure 1). Eventually,
another issue found an arrangement, which, considered positive by the woman in the picture, allowed
the stabilization and the routinization of this practice: cleanliness. The fact that /S is easily cleanable —
precisely because it lacks the sieve, considered by many a lack — has, as far as I know, never been noted by
both praisers and critics of the object: water follows the same flow of the juice and takes away all the pulp
scraps left over the squeezer. Using itinto the sink just makes this cleaning procedure easier and, basically,
instantaneous. Moreover, once in the sink, also the issue of spill-overs — still related to cleanliness —
found its appeasement. The sink is indeed a place for spill-overs, made for tools like colanders, which
are built to spill.

3 Domestication and Design

The practice we saw in the picture is a vivid case of domestication (Silverstone, Hirsch & Morley, 19925
Sliverstone & Haddon, 1996), i.e. of “consumer’s appropriation [of technologies and objects], by taking
[them] home or into other private cultural spaces, and in making, or not making, them acceptable and
familiar” (Silverstone & Haddon, 1996, p. 46).

It may be that approaches to domestication did “not go quite far enough”, not providing “a more
encompassing account of the co-production of practice” (Shove & Pantzar, 2005, p. 62). Nevertheless,
we cannot but acknowledge that “domestication theory” is one of the first attempt to consider prac-
tices within the sociology of consumption. Indeed, practices have started to be taken into consideration
when the notion of “appropriation” has been borrowed from anthropology “in order to capture the im-
portance of people ‘domesticating’ mass-produced and alien products, endowing them with particular
personal meanings and converting them into items to be made use of and enjoyed for their own practical
purposes” (Warde, 2014, p. 283).

We need also to acknowledge that “domestication theory” has been not only one of the first ap-
proaches to problematize what happens to goods when brought “home or into other private cultural
spaces”, but also to problematize what happens before “domestication” and how what happens before
affects “domestication”. Indeed, Roger Silverstone & Leslie Haddon (1996) besides “domestication” ad-
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Fig. 3. Map of the kitchen and movement of /S.

dressed also “design”. For them, “design” is not only tasked with “creating the artefact”, but also with
“constructing the user” and “catching the consumer”. Whereas “catching the consumer” is more related
to marketing and to designers as a cultural intermediaries (Du Gay et al., 1997) and, hence, to consump-
tion as purchase, “constructing the user” is more related to consumption as “a process whereby agents
engage in appropriation and appreciation” (Warde, 2005, p. 137).

It is no coincidence that, as an example of researches that explores how design construct the user,
Silverstone & Haddon mention Science and Technology Studies — specifically, Woolgar (1991). Other
relevant references for “constructing the user” could have been Akrich (1992) and Latour (1992; Akrich
& Latour, 1992), who, in the same period, proposed the notion of seript, in order to account for, on the
one hand, how designers inscribe possible user actions and situations in artefacts (Akrich, 1992), and, on
the other, the way an artefact predispose user actions (Latour, 1992 & 2000).

Because of the anticipatory work that Silverstone & Haddon (1996) saw taking place within the
designing phase, they (p. 46) concluded that “[d]omestication is anticipated in design and design is
completed in domestication.”

4 What Practices Are Made of

I can rephrase Silverstone & Haddon’s sentence by saying that design disposes domestication and that
domestication unfolds design.

What disposes provides possibilities or impossibilities — what we could also call affordances or, using
Akrich and Latour’s (1992) vocabulary, allowances and prescriptions. These possibilities or impossibilities
can or cannot be #nfolded or can be unfolded only partially. It is the unfolding process that extracts from
what disposes certain possibilities or impossibilities.

Getting back to the squeezer case, the height of the squeezer, for instance, has been unfolded. How-
ever, initially, with the squeezer on the peninsula, it has been #nfolded as hampering and withholding
user’s competences. Then, once the squeezer in the sink, it has been unfolded as allowing user’s compe-
tence.

Nevertheless, height could have been not unfolded, if, for instance, /S were used as a weapon by
brandishing it through the bulb used as a handle. In such a case, the bulb were unfolded as a graspable
part, something that does not take place while squeezing.
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Disposition-unfolding, is then a relation, which does not entail any form of determinism or “essen-
tialism” (Jarzabkowski & Pinch, 2013) and that only in very specific and exceptional cases, where the
relation disposition—-unfolding is drastically constrained, can be seen as a cause-effect relation.?

The relation disposition—unfolding entails a translation, a process through which something is ex-
tracted by a translating dispositif from a source and placed in target transformed. In ANT terms, a
“displacement [...] through other actors, [which/]whose mediation is indispensable for any action to
occur” (Latour, 1999, p. 31)* — JS’s height, through the peninsula or through the sink, is translated, in
one case as enabling and in the other as disabling user’s efforts.

As we can see, through the translation, some features of an artefact are actualized, others are not.
They remain virtual. The relation disposition-unfolding can be then seen as a tension between a virtu-
ality and an actualiry (Deleuze, 1995; Latour, 200s; especially for design, Marenko, 2018). An artefact,
then, entails a virtuality, i.e. “manifold tendencies and propensities” (Marenko, 2018, p. 4) related to
actions, but also to meanings, perceptions, etc. These tendencies can get actualized in various ways and
at various degrees.

Virtualities, however, are not only presupposed by artefacts, but by any configuration with a rela-
tive stability, be it provided by artefacts, living bodies, routines, activities, rules, conventions, symbols,
representations, practices themselves.

Therefore, within the framework that I am outlining, practices can be seen as cycles of passages be-
tween virtualities and their actualizations or, which is the same, between dispositions and their unfoldings.
I refer to “cycles” because each actualization-unfolding will give way to a relative stable configuration,
which in turn, will work as a virtuality-disposition for another actualization-unfolding, and so on.

The practice of squeezing oranges in the sink, for instance, actualizes /S and its action as inconspicu-
ous, contrary to the kind of actualization very likely Stark and Alessi intended to dispose in the artefact,
by making it taller than usual home squeezers and by making the flow of the juice visible. As I was told,
the husband of the woman using /S in the sink, bought it because it disposed the visibility of the juice.
Given that the configuration /S+sink disposes a certain inconspicuousness of the squeezer, as well as of
the juice, and given that, consequently, such configuration, does not comply with the initial wish of the
husband, then the configuration /S+sink disposes, in turn, a certain kind of husband-wife relation and
of familial practices.

5 How to Account for Practices

Within the framework I am outlining, accounting for practices means to reconstruct these passages, by
observing and describing—analyzing unfoldings and, from there, reconstructing the dispositions then un-
folded.

These cycles of dispositions and unfoldings are evidently dense, being also reversible and being inter-
sected and intersecting other cycles — for instance, squeezing oranges in the sink intersects with pro-
viding the right lighting, in a secluded place like the sink in that kitchen, or with cleaning the sink and
emptying it from possible dishes and cutlery left from the night before, something that usually the hus-
band does.

Accounting for practices requires, then, some sort of discretization of such density. Therefore, no ac-
count can reconstruct all the passages defining a practice. What to focus on depends, like in any scientific
observation, on the tension between an observing dispositif and what is observed — such tension being
a practice too, of course, in which the observing dispositif unfolds what disposed by what is observed.

Despite the definition of practices I am proposing results very general and very abstract, and despite it
could work to define practices” hypernyms, like processes or becomings, I deem it provides a framework
in order to actually consider the details through which a practice is constituted. These details, specific
and concrete, characterizing #nfoldings and their dispositions, are actually what needs to be attended to

3. Fora critique of simple causality within the framework of approaches to practices, see among others, Schifer (2017, p. 36)
and Shove, Pantzar and Watson (2012, p. 144). For a way to reconsider, within ANT, issues usually addressed through the
notion of “causality” in a way similar to the one I am proposing, see Latour (2005, p. 39, n. 30) and Mol (2010, pp. 257-258).

4.  For the relevance of ANT’s notion of translation for approaches to practices, see Schifer (2017).
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in order to describe practices as practices. Or, said in another way, in order to account for practices it
is not enough to ostensively single out unfoldings and their dispositions, but it is necessary to describe—
analyse in detail how unfoldings empirically take place, as well as how the disposition then unfolded are
configured.

Of course, extending the notion of practice to any process, thus beyond “social” or human-related
processes, as long as its empirical details are attended to, is just a way to unfold ANT’s principle of sym-
metry for practices. Such methodological stand does not prevent to recognize differences in the way
emerging actors take part to a practice and then to associate such different ways to different kind of
beings. Nor, such methodological stand does prevent to find out that a specific practice is made of “ma-
terials”, “competences” and “meanings” (Shove, Pantzar & Watson, 2012). It just asks not to assume
these as « priori elements of practices.

6 What Practices Are Not (Always) Made of

Readers familiar with the present debate on practices will have recognized that the approach Iam propos-
ing distances itself from the most diffused ones that tend to see practices as composed by specific ele-
ments and by their relations. Specifically, my approach distances itself from The Dynamics of Social
Practices (Shove, Pantzar & Watson, 2012), which, not only assumes practices to be always composed
by “materials”, “competences” and “meanings”, but also, implicitly, reproduces a human/non-human
dichotomy and an asymmetry between them in the very descriptive model — and, thus, before the obser-
vation of what acrually happen in practice. Indeed, for Shove, Pantzar and Watson (2012) competences
can be predicated only of humans. In order to support such claim, they set competences as completely
separated from materials. By doing that, they are unable to see that competences can be predicated also
of materials, or, that, more adequately said, competences are #nfolded in practice and can be inscribed
in, and thus be a disposition of both “people” and “materials” (Akrich & Latour, 1992; Latour (John-
son), 1988).5 For instance, /S, because of the absence of any horizontal surface and of the presence of
converging grooves (Julier, 2013, p. 88), is able to let the juice flow down and make it stream in one point
— something a traditional squeezer is not able to do, given that the sieve will make the juice drip in a
scattered way. Moreover, through these same features, but also thanks to its verticality, it also provides
a competence: it makes the user able to see the flow and the stream of juice. As Latour has many times
noted, we need to always consider what an actor does — in relation to the competences it/s/he possesses
— and what it/s/he makes do — in relation to the competences it/s/he provides.

In order to clarify this point, let us consider a more comparative example related to shaving as a
practice. Shaving presupposes a competence — a know-how — related to the distance and to the angle
at which the blade must be moved: if the blade is too close or too vertical in relation to the skin, then
abrasions and cuts will result. This competence can be a skill embodied in a person through training
— a barber, for instance — or inscribed in a material through design — notoriously, the safety razor
“knows” at what distance and at what angle blades have to be kept. However, these inscribed compe-
tences are just dispositions and are not necessarily unfolded in practice — a drunk barber will very likely
not unfold his/her competence; the presence of a pimple will not unfold, for that specific spot of skin,
the competence of the safety razor.

What relevant, then, are not the elements constituting a practice, but, on the one hand processes,
i.e. the tensions between dispositions and unfoldings and, on the other, the right descriptive-analytical
tools to describe and compare how concretely dispositions and unfoldings take place in practice. As I will
claim, these tools are provided by Akrich and Latour (1992; Latour, 1992)’s script framework.

5. As acknowledged by Shove, Pantzar and Watson themselves, The Dynamics of Social Practices, through its triadic model,
introduces a simplification. Even considering all the best intentions of the authors, engaged in promoting a practice
approach to decision makers in order to address in an adequate way sustainability issues, I wonder if the simplification
Shove, Pantzar and Watson produce is not excessive. Shove et al. (2007, p. 57), for instance, maintained a higher level of
complexity, assuming “that competence is distributed across human and nonhuman entities”.
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7 Virtuality in Approaches to Practices

The notion of disposition has always been relevant for the reflection on practices, being related, for in-
stance, to that of Pierre Bordieu’s “habitus” as well as to Shove, Pantzar and Watson’s (2012) “compe-
tences”.

However, the relation and the possible coincidence between dispositions and virtualities has been
much less explored, given also that dispositions are usually referred — as we have seen for competences
— to humans and human bodies, whereas virtualities, when considered, have been referred, to structures
by Anthony Giddens (1979) and, on Giddens’ trail, to artefacts by Wanda Orlikowski (2000).

For Giddens (1979), structures, intended as sets of enacted rules and resources that mediate social
action, are virtual. Giddens (1979, p. 256), indeed, insists on the fact that structures “exist[...] only in
a virtual way, as memory traces and as the instantiation of rules in the situated activities of agents.” As
clarified in Whittington (1992, pp. 695-696), when Giddens says that structures are virtual, he means
that they “have no reality, except as they are instantiated in activity or retained mentally as remembered
codes of conduct or rights to resources.”

Orlikowski (2000) tried to use Giddens’ framework in order to account for technologies as bearers
of structures, which are also in this case, as Giddens stated, only virtual and then non-existing, if not
in practice, when actualized. Practices, indeed, “enact structures that are emergent through recurrent
interactions with the technology at hand” (Orlikowski, 2000, p. 407).

Though the way Orlikowski (2000) translates Giddens in relation to artefacts is inspiring and close
to the framework here proposed, the way Orlikowski (and Giddens) sees virtuality differs radically from
what I am proposing, which is instead derived from Latour (2005), who, in turn, derives it from Gilles
Deleuze (1995).

Whereas for Giddens, the virtual is not real and something virrual has no existence,® exceptas “mem-
ory traces”, for Deleuze (1995), and consequently for Latour (2005), the virtual is real as much as the
actual. They are two different but connected modalities of the existence. Moreover, the virtual is mul-
tiple (Marenko, 2017), whereas Giddens and Orlikowski see it more univocally, as a rule, which can be
followed or not, or as a resource, which can be used or not.

Giddens’ and Orlikowski’s difficulties in considering virtuality as real are, eventually, not dissimilar
from those of other practice scholars, who explicitly reject virtuality (Schatzki, 2002) or who do not
consider virtualiry at all. Take, for instance, Shove et al. (2007). In that essay, Shove and colleagues
discuss how the value of design has been thought: or as inscribed by designers in artefacts, and therefore
embodied by these artefacts; or as attributed by users; or as emerging from complex configuration of
practices. In all three cases, value is considered as already acrualized:

* in artefacts, e.g. /S as strange object, which elicits conversations, as Starck is rumored to have said
(Julier, 2013, p. 90);
* in users’ interpretations, e.g. /S as a convenient tool which is easy to clean, as seen in the case here

presented;

* or within practices, e.g. /S as an object more for contemplation than for use, given its lack of
usability and given that it has been more and more promoted in such a way by Alessi, who has
produced a gold coated version, on which packaging is clearly indicated that such object is not for
use.

By considering only actualizations, approaches to practices miss relevant methodological aspects,
which can be appreciated only through an historical detour into the epistemology of social sciences.

8 Virtuality: A Different Kind of Positivity

Deleuze’s perspective, later adopted by Latour, is the apex of a long tradition able to address the virtual
as real, which has its origin not in philosophy, but in social sciences.

6. For Sewell (1992) even more.
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Structuralism has always addressed structures as real, though not as actual. For Ferdinand de Saus-
sure (1959, p. 14), for instance, language [langue], which is usually taken as a paragon of structure (see,
for instance, Giddens, 1979, p. 10), “is concrete, no less so than speaking [parole]”, therefore structures,
though virtual, exist in time and place (see also, Maniglier, 2006; contra Sewell, 1992). A language
[langue] is, indeed, temporally and geographically situated.

As noticed by Patrice Maniglier (2006), in his reconstruction of the relations between de Saussure
and structuralism, because linguistics, from where structuralism has emerged, does not work, as other
sciences do, “with objects that are given in advance” (Saussure, 1959, p. 8), but by reconstructing their
virtuality, it has needed to give way “to a new kind of positivity, a new way of being a fact”, which presup-
poses entities constituted only by relations, and, more specifically, by relations of difference (Maniglier,
2006, p. 12).

Such “new kind of positivity” — a virtual positivity, later framed by Deleuze as “transcendental em-
piricism” —, which is connected to the relational epistemology, allegedly assumed by most approaches
to practices (Gherardi, 2019), is what Giddens, Orlikowski, together with the majority of approaches to
practices, miss — or explicitly reject, as Schatzki (2002) does.

In this way, approaches to practices, focus only actualizations and then:

* they do not see any relevance in tools able to describe relations, which take place at a virtual level.
These approaches tend to be content with the description of what actualized and with its framing
in or through a theory.

* they are unable to fully appreciate mediation and, thus, to address mediating instances and transla-
tions. Virtuality, indeed, by taking place between two actualizations and reintroducing each time
multiplicity is able to reopen the process, and thus produce a mediation, as intended by Latour
(2005) and by Antoine Hennion.

ANT is very likely the sole approach to practices, which, by recovering the Saussurean-semiotic rela-
tional ontology (Mol, 2010, p. 257) and by extending it “ruthless[ly]” to all materials (Law, 1999, p. 4),
has been actually able to grasp the “new kind of positivity”, connected to virtuality. However, ANT, not
so differently from other approaches to practices, has been able to address such kind of virtual positivity
more as a programmatic statement, than as an actual methodological framework.

Latour seems to be the only exception, having practiced and developed ANT as an actual method-
ological endeavor — both in terms of data gathering methodology and of descriptive—analytical method-
ology, the latter being what concerns us here. Indeed, he is the only ANT scholar that has been, along
its entire trajectory, interested in developing an infralanguage in order to be able to describe relations.
Scripr and the various correlated descriptive—analytical tools are part of this infralanguage.

Before Latour, structuralism has worked in a similar way by devising descriptive—analytical tools
(Descola, 2016) able to describe relations in order to address the virrual positivity.

9 Virtuality: Structures in Practice

Therefore, other approaches to practices, by missing virtuality as existing and thus missing the “new kind
of positivity”, miss also the methodological relevance of structuralism and postSTRUCTUR ALISM.”
They rely on a caricatural version of structuralism, as the one proposed by Andreas Reckwitz (2002),
who reduces it to some of Levi-Strauss’ claims, rather than looking at structuralists’ and postSTRUC-
TURALISTS’ actual practices — quite contradictory for someone that tries to give relevance to prac-
tices. By doing so approaches to practices see structures only as overarching systems residing in minds,
imposing themselves on individuals, i.e. as “social whole [having preeminence] over its individual parts
(i.e. its constituent actors, human subjects)” (Giddens, 1984, p. 1) or as, for sociology of consumption,
“cultural structures outside the reach of consumers” (Halkier & Jensen, 2011, p. 102).

7. Idistinguish here between postSTRUCTURALISM, which is a way to delve into structuralism in order to escape some of
its earlier contradictions by radicalizing its tenets, and POST-structuralism, which is a reflection that comes after struc-
turalism, somehow revising some of its tenets, but in the end fleeing structuralism.
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Structuralists scholars — which practice is actually much closer to what Reckwitz (2002) defines
“cultural textualism”, rather than what he defines “cultural mentalism”, identified by him with struc-
turalism — addressed, however, also structures that are not necessarily general and overarching, but
local and situated, which pertain only to specific texts or configurations of actions, activities, symbols,
practices, etc.

For instance, as for visual configurations, French linguist Emile Benveniste (1969) denied that there
could be a visual language, intended as “visual langue”. He, however, acknowledged that each painting
can be considered as having its own “langue”, its own structure, its own system of relations, constituted
by differences among shapes and colours, which would constitute what I call a virtualiry.®

Structuralists scholars also questioned and problematicized a rigid separation between structure (lan-
guage, langue) and agency (speaking, parole). Among others, Benveniste (2014, p. 141) — still him —, by
introducing the notion of “enunciation”, has been able to give relevance to the “individual act of use”, or
of appropriation, through which language [langue] is “enacted”. Algirdas J. Greimas & Joseph Courtés
(1982, p. 131, italic is mine), have redefined Benveniste’s enunciation as “the domain of mediation that
guarantees the process by which language virtualities become discourse utterances.”

Unfortunately, practice scholars have very little considered such “domain of mediation”, except for
Michel de Certeau.? He has explicitly “adopt[ed] the point of view of enunciation”, defined as “a real-
ization of the linguistic system through a speech act that actualizes some of its potential” (de Certeau,
1984, p. xiii).

De Certeau has used enunciation in order to account for most disparate practices, not only those
related to language, as a general overarching structure. Among these practices, he has considered also
those related to artefacts, for instance, when discussing “pedestrial enunciations™:

[...] a spatial order organizes an ensemble of possibilities (e.g., by a place in which one can
move) and interdictions (e.g., by a wall that prevents one from going further), then the
walker actualizes some of these possibilities. In that way, he makes them exist as well as
emerge. But he also moves them about and he invents others, since the crossing, drifting
away, or improvisation of walking privilege, transform or abandon spatial elements. Thus,
Charlie Chaplin multiplies the possibilities of his cane: he does other things with the same
thing and he goes beyond the limits that the determinants of the object set on its utiliza-
tion. [...] the walker [...] on the one hand [...] actualizes only a few of the possibilities fixed
by the constructed order (he [sic] goes only here and not there), on the other he increases
the number of possibilities (for example, by creating shortcuts and detours) and prohibi-
tions (for example, he forbids himself to take paths generally considered accessible or even
obligatory). He [sic] thus makes a selection (de Certeau 1984, p. 98).

As we can see, when a structuralist legacy is present, as in de Certeau, then virtuality as real becomes
relevant. Indeed, despite de Certeau made different terminological choices from the ones here proposed
— “possibility” instead of “virtuality”; “selection” instead of “extraction” — he basically refers to the
same kind of dynamicsI refer to, as indicated by the fact that he underlines that within practices “possibil-
ities” are made “to exist and emerge”, and that there are “possibilities” and “prohibitions” — allowances
and prescriptions, in Akrich and Latour’s (1992) terms.

By reading this excerpt, we could say that I am just reintroducing de Certeau’s take on practices
in the present reflection, which has tended to forget his contribution. However, my intention is not
so much reintroducing an approach, but rather providing it with descriptive—analytical tools, thus en-
abling the practice scholar to account in detail for the passage between dispositions and unfoldings. As
already announced, these tools are taken by Akrich’s and Latour’s methodological proposal about scripr
and de-scription, which has been in turn elaborated by borrowing tools developed within the structural
semiotics proposed by Greimas.

8. Such lead has been key for semioticians of the Greimassian approach in order to study images and objects.
9. Latour (see, among others, 2013 [2012]) has worked a lot on enunciation too, but in a slightly different way.

10. Inthe English translation, the paragraph is called “Pedestrian Speech Acts”.
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These tools are here used to especially account for the role of artefacts within practices, by assum-
ing that each artefact possesses a specific structure, which constitutes its virtuality — as suggested by
Benveniste (1969). Contrary to what Orlikowski (2000) would say, these structures are describable—
analyzable. However, I assume that these structures are describable—analyzable only from their actual-
izations within practices — as language [langue] is only describable from speech [parole].

10 Missing Artefacts

The relevance of the tension disposition-unfoldings for studying practices clearly emerges when trying to
account for artefacts’ contribution to practices.

Notwithstanding all the efforts carried out by approaches to practices in order to take artefacts into
account, as for accounting for artefacts — i.e. describing-analyzing in detail their contribution to prac-
tices — we are still in the situation Latour pointed out thirty years ago:

[...] sociologists still feel estranged when they fall upon the bizarre associations of humans
with nonhumans. Part of their uneasiness has to do with the technicalities of complex ob-
jects and [part of it] with the absence of a convenient vocabulary allowing them to move
freely from studying associations of human to associations of nonhumans (Latour [John-
son], 1988, p. 298).

As a consequence of such estrangement and of such lack of descriptive-analytical methodology —
the “vocabulary” —, in approaches to practices artefacts are often tackled through interviews to users
(see, for instance, Magaudda, 2011), or they are scantly described using the words of the designers, as it
happens, for instance, in Truninger (2011). The latter research is not based only on interviews, but also
on observations of actual interactions with Bimby. Nevertheless, actions considered are only those of
human ones, so that the artefact is never described in detail. For instance, one of the users complained
about the complexity of Bimby’s interface — “That really looks like the cockpit of a plane!!” (Truninger,
2011, p. 50) —, however no description of such interface is provided, and thus there is no account of how
the artefact could have disposed such reaction. Also, the pictures of the artefact presentin the article never
really focus on the interface, they just provide a general overview of the artefact. The only detail shown
in pictures is an action of a user (Truninger, 2011, Figure 3, p. 51).

As we see, such lack of a descriptive—analytical methodology results in a bias toward humans, thus
instantiating an epistemological-ontological positioning through method.

Something very similar takes place in the seminal article by Shove and Pantzar (2005) about Nordic
Walking. The sticks, the main artefact — or “material” — related to the practice of Nordic Walking, and
around which the entire practice turns, are described toward the mid of the article, when the various
components of the practice are listed. Shove and Pantzar (2005, p. 54) acknowledge that sticks have a
“straight handle and a strap that goes around the hand,” that “[d]ifferent types of tip are available to suit
different ground conditions” and that “styling was influenced by the ski sticks” with bright colors, but
that “more urban models in black, silver and yellow have since become popular.” They do not say much
else, nor really connect these features of the artefact to the practice. Such move could be somehow justi-
fied by the fact that Shove and Pantzar (2005, p. 45) explicitly say that they do not focus “on the objects
in question [...], but on the practice of which they are a part.” They deem that therefore have “no op-
tion but to consider the dynamic, yet also interdependent, relation between practitioners and providers”
and thus, no option but to conduct interviews with them. However, they consider such relation in or-
der to shed light on the “the dynamic relationship between sticks and the image and performance of the
practices they sustain” (Shove & Pantzar, 2005, p. 48). Unless you assume that artefacts cannot be taken
into consideration at all, the reasoning they propose does not hold: they want to analyze a practice, that
according to their definition comprises artefacts; notwithstanding that, because it is a practice, they feel
the obligation to interview practictioners and providers, leaving artefacts completely aside, even though,
eventually, they want to focus on the relation between artefacts and meanings, neither of them addressed
directly.

Somehow, an approach to practice becomes an excuse to reiterate a bias toward humans. Through
their interviews, a focus group, the analysis of some newspaper articles and some observations, they claim
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to show how the practice of Nordic Walking got diffused and established mainly thanks to the fact that
the use of sticks for walking had been shifted from an image related to “infirmity” and “frailty” to one
related to “health” and “fitness”. Assuming that this were the main shift, in order to account for it,
they should have described-analyzed the ways, in which one or more specific features of the “material”
dispose an association with an “image”. For instance, among many features, the height of the stick is
relevant to dispose a certain posture. The higher Nordic Walking sticks dispose a straight and open —
with the open arms — posture, whereas crutches or walking sticks used by elderlies — usually shorter
—, dispose a completely different posture — bent and wrapped inward. This is so because in one case
sticks accompany the movements of the body, in the other, they need to support the weight of the body
in order to give stability to it. Shift in posture, disposed by artefacts, is relevant for the “image” because it
is seen by bystanders and can be depicted in media that want to promote the practice. Moreover, posture
is also felt by practitioners, who can appreciate right away the difference between, say, Nordic walking
poles and crutches, especially in relation to breathing. In my terms, then, the height of the stick disposes
among others, a certain posture, which, if unfolded, disposes, among others, a certain image, which, if
unfolded, disposes, among others, a certain interest for the practice, which, if unfolded...

The issue, then, is to take artefacts into account and account for their role. However, not by taking
into account artefacts themselves, but the relations they enjoy — “height” is clearly a relational prop-
erty. These relations take place around and within artefacts. We should then also pay attention to “the
network within” (Parolin & Mattozzi, 2014), i.e. we should follow Latour’ (200s, p. 233) suggestion:
“when faced with an object, attend first to the associations [relations] out of which it’s made and only
later look at how it has renewed the repertoire of social ties.”

I deem that pursuing other ways of taking artefacts into account leads inevitably to some contra-
diction and eventually in not being able to account for artefacts. Let’s take the example of Orlikowski
(2000). For her, attention must be paid to “human actions” and only from there to artefacts, which
do not have existence, beyond the one provided by human actions. Despite such supposed inexistence,
she has anyway the need to describe them as autonomous from human actions. She writes (Orlikowski,
2000, p. 413):

[a.] Physically, Notes consists of both “clients” — the software installed on users’ personal
computers, which mediates interaction with the Nozes system — and “servers” — the soft-
ware installed on network computers which facilitates communication among the users and
supports their access to shared databases maintained locally and remotely within the Nozes
system [...]

[b.] the Notes technology has a highly distributed architecture which supports collabora-
tion among a variety of distributed users [...]

[c.] it allows users to customize their interface with the technology and provides them with
the tools to develop their own applications within the Notes system.

As we can see, she not only describes them “physically”, but she is also led to acknowledge that
artefacts dispose — it “supports ...;” it “allows ...” Notwithstanding all that, Orlikowski is not willing to
account for these features.

The same kind of contradiction is present in Nicolini, Mengis and Swan (2011), who adopt a frame-
work based on Orlikowski’s (2000) mentioned article, as well on Susan Leigh Star approach to artefacts.
Therefore, Nicolini, Mengis and Swan (2011, p. 612) state that “the work performed by objects becomes
apparent only when we focus on how [humans interact among them and with the artefacts] in practice”
and that “the material dimension of objects [...] derives from action, not from a prefabricated stuft or
‘thing’-ness.” Nevertheless, not only, like in Orlikowski’s case, they need to describe artefacts before they
describe human actions with them — for instance they need to acknowledge that the arrangement of
aroom in “several long rows of desks” hamper communication also because the group they are observ-
ing is handling a “small object” —, but they even talk about the “inherent nature” of objects (Nicolini,
Mengis & Swan, 2011, p. 612).

As mentioned before, the way out of these contradictions is not, however, to simply state that phys-
ical objects have a social reality or to admit that their “inherent nature” is directly socially relevant. The
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way out is instead to consider relations — associations (Latour, 2005), “of any kind” (Akrich, 1990, p. 84,
my translation). Adressing relations, is not only epistemologically—ontologically convenient, since it al-
lows escaping the dualist traps mentioned before, but also empirically productive, given that it provides
actual empirical evidences to describe—analyze and compare. However, these empirical evidences are, as
noted earlier, not provided by entities, but of another kind: they are provided by differences” (Maniglier,
2012, p. 12), given that difference can be considered the basic relation. Whatare, indeed, if not differences,
the relations mentioned by Nicolini, Mengis and Swan (2011), when saying that the room is characterized
by “several long rows of desks” and that the scientists they observe need to handle a “small object”: what
is a row, if not something that differs from a column, on the base of a difference between horizontality
and verticality? How can something be “long” if not compared with something “short”? How can be
something “small” if it does not differ from something “big”?

Structures for structuralism, are, first of all, these intertwinings of differences, which cannot but be
virtual. I think the same can be said for networks, as Latour (2005) describes them.

11 Virtualizing the Script

Latour (1988) did not stop noticing the methodological difficulties social sciences have in tackling arti-
facts. As we already mentioned, he, together with Akrich, developed a descriptive-analytical methodol-
ogy — the vocabulary he mentioned, i.e. his infralanguage — enabling scholars to account for artefacts in
practices, by carrying out de-scription.

However, not only such methodological proposal has been very little taken into consideration,
but it has often not even been acknowledged as such. For instance, Shove, Pantzar and Watson
(2012, p. 14, italic in the original), considers ANT unable to tackle “ordinary questions about what
[...] cyborg/hybrid entities are actually doing”, neglecting any methodological relevance of it. Other
approaches to practices, more sympathetic to ANT, as the one proposed in Nicolini, Mengis and Swan
(20m) or in Gherardi (2019), or inscribing themselves within an ANT framework like, for instance,
Bruni (2005), give also way to the same neglect.

As already mentioned, I deem that such neglect is (also) related to the neglect of virtuality as existing.
Indeed, if virtuality and its mediational relevance are neglected, there is no need to describe it — social
scientists gather only actualizations in the form of (human) words or movements. Consequently, there
is not even the awareness of the need and of the relevance of a “vocabulary” to describe virtuality. There-
fore, Latour (2005)’s insistence on method of description and the consequent relevance of infralanguage
for such endeavor cannot but remain unnoticed and unacknowledged.

Such neglect of the methodological relevance of ANT has had its toll especially for the notion of
script and de-scription, which have been forgotten or explicitly rejected also by ANT scholars (e.g., Mar-
res, 2014). The ground on which script has been rejected is that it has been perceived as addressing solely
normative aspects of artefacts.”” Namely, script has been mainly seen as prescriptions inscribed by design-
ers, embodied by artefacts, and, then, resisted or accepted by users. Though favored by Akrich (2012)’s
interpretation of script, such critique completely oversees a possible more faceted conception of script,
favored instead by Latour (2000).

Such exclusively normative reading of script, does not seem to take into account that the script also
provides allowances or affordances (Akrich & Latour, 1992; Latour, 1992), but it also neglects any auton-
omy of artefacts, making them the intermediary carriers of designers’ intentions — thus, contradicting
ANT’s conception of mediation. Such reading is only possible if the relevance of virtualiry — and thus
of mediation — is neglected and thus seript is considered only within a sequence of successive actualiza-
tions — which, again, would contradict ANT’s tenets.

Indeed, if virtuality is actually considered, though designers’ designs can find an actualization in the
designed artefact, the designed artefact gives way to a new virtuality, which, in turn, not only can be
actualized in various ways once used, but exceeds designers’ designs, by providing allowances, as well as
prescriptions, not necessarily planned by the designers, emerging in the situation. Starck did designed /S

1. Which is what Schatzki (2002) fiercely rejects.

12.  I'must thank Attila Bruni for a clarifying conversation on the topic.
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as high in order to be conspicuous, thus able to “elicit conversations” (Julier, 2013, p. 90). However, he,
very likely, did not think that such height could dispose an actualization of JS in the sink, which, in the
end, neglects /S conspicuousness.

I will then consider script in all its facets, as a way to address virtuality — “the world inscribed in the
object” (Akrich, 1992, p. 209) — and de-scription as a way to describe such virtuality, and form its actual-
ization — “the world described by its displacement” (Akrich, 1992, p. 209). If, we consider a practice as
a cycle of virtualities and actualizations, then de-scription becomes the main procedure through which
to account for practices, at least when artefacts are present.

12 Backin the Sink

All along the article, I have referred to the case of /S used in the sink in order to exemplify various issues
I was addressing. I want to conclude the article by returning to the case and, by using Latour’s infralan-
guage, by providing a re-de-scription of it, which draws together what said before. For certain aspects, it
can result in a repetition — as many conclusions do — but I also hope it will provide — as many conclu-
sions do — an overview of the issues tackled, albeit in an empirical way. Thus, even though I am going
to tell basically the same story I told at the beginning, I will assume a different point of view.

Among the various differences emerged from the way /S has been unfolded, verticality(/horizontality)
and height (high/low), are the most relevant, given that they dispose most of the interactions that took
place in the described situations.

JS does (contribute to) squeeze oranges. It is able — almost as any other squeezer —, given that the
bulb — when pressed against a citrus through an horizontal rotation — is able to break the wedges’
envelopes keeping the juice, in order to make it flow along the rest of its body. However, what distin-
guishes /S from other squeezer is not so much what it does, but what it makes do. Among the various
things it makes do, the fact that it makes the juice’s flow visible and, through it, allows a bystander — not
so much the person who is squeezing — to see and enjoy the vision of the juice is key — at least for our
case. As we noticed, /S not only makes the juice visible, but it a/lows the convergence of various flows in
one point, from which the juice streams down in the glass, becoming even more visible.

It was for this reason that the husband was fascinated by it and decided to buy it. Such visibility
of the juice is disposed by both the height — disposed, in turn, also by the “three slender legs” (Julier,
2013, p. 88) — and by its verticality, given that /S does not display any horizontal element, which could
interrupt the flow of the juice.

Purchased by the husband for the way it worked, once in the kitchen, /S could not be #nfolded, but
for squeezing, on the workbench which, in that kitchen, disposes the surface for transforming food — the
peninsula. For the way it has been unfolded — especially its height — in everyday kitchen practices, such
peninsula allows the average user — and for sure the woman in the pictures — to exert effort without
bending. However, once coupled with /S” height, the configuration of /S+peninsula, prescribed the use
of an uncomfortable posture, which, in turn, prescribed the exclusion of the woman’s weight, and thus
prescribed more effort by the woman’s arm..

On the peninsula, /S is, however, extremely visible and somehow such positioning would a/low by-
standers sitting at the dining table to enjoy its spectacle.

Height and verticality are #nfolded also in the sink, where /S allows water to flow along its body like
the juice, thus making water remove all the left overs, without any stopping.

In the sink, which offers a lower surface, height does not prescribe an uncomfortable posture, nor
the exclusion of the woman’s weight, therefore it a/lows a comfortable squeezing, besides a comfortable
cleaning. Actually, the configuration /S+sink allows to closely connect the two, and thus it allows the
co-location for the integration of two practices (Shove, Pantzar & Watson, 2012, Ch. s). Moreover,
in the sink, spillovers are not such a nuisance as on the peninsula and they can be removed, together
with the removal of leftovers from the squeezers, thus strengthening even more the integration between
squeezing and cleaning and thus making the practice of squeezing oranges with /S quite stable.

The sink, through its lower surface and its high walls surrounding /S, prescribes the latter and the
juice to be basically invisible.

In order to conclude I want to notice three things:
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* what has taken place in thatkitchen — i.e. the invention of the sink-squeezer — is the outcome of
an action that s situated and distributed among the woman, /S and the kitchen furniture. Despite
such distribution, it is possible to describe in what way each actor has contributed to the action.

* each disposition, be it provided by the configuration of the artefact, or by the configuration of
more artefacts or by the very practice is first of all a network of differences: keeping/fleeing (the
juice), flowing/dripping, smooth/grooved, horizontal/vertical, scattered/converging, high/low,
allowance/prescriptions, doing/making do, visibility/invisibility, etc.

* by looking at how these configurations change and at how one disposes the other, we can account
for various “social” relations. Other sociological approaches to consumption, would have proba-
bly focused more on issues such as conspicuous consumption, the relevance of a certain cultural
and economic capital to afford and appreciate such squeezer, as well as gender issues related to
husband-wife relations and the division of housework. By taking into account artefacts as actors
contributing to the unfolding of a practice, these issues are not neglected. Rather they find an
actual grounding, which can provide insights about how such issues are dealt with in everyday
life. Indeed, what we saw is that through a negotiation with the artefact, a good that dispose a
very patent conspicuous consumption happened to become, in relation with a certain setting, a
convenient tool that has to do very little with conspicuousness. At the same time, such dynamics
is related to the specific way, in which the woman in the picture has appropriated the tool, by
connecting it to cleaning practices, thus renegotiating her husband wishes, with her exigencies.

13 Conclusions: Structures All the Way Down (and Up, and In Front, and On
the Back)

In a way, Shove, Pantzar and Watson (2012, p. 14, italic is mine) are not wrong in saying that ANT is
unable to tackle what “entities are actually doing.” Indeed, according to what I argued in the present
paper, ANT is unable to fully tackle what “entities are actually doing,” without previously describing
what entities are virtually doing.

What entities are virtually doing is, however, something that completely escapes Shove, Pantzar and
Watson’s approach, as well as most of the approaches to practices, thus making them unable to account
for the contribution of artefacts to practices.

The aim of the present paper has been to not only provide a way to account for what artefacts are ac-
tually and virtually doing, being the two things strictly interconnected, but also to outline the epistemo-
logical conditions for making such endeavor relevant. I did that also by recovering historical approaches
that already thematized virrualiry, as de Certeau did — though not using the term “virtuality”.

It is very likely no coincidence that Latour and de Certeau are basically the only practice scholars
able to consider virtuality as real. They both directly experienced, and contributed to, the passage from
structuralism to postSTRUCTUR ALISM and, more specifically, they both attended Greimas’ struc-
tural semiotic seminar in Paris in the 1970s and 1980s.” From such structural semiotics, they have both
drawn notions, categories and models, all of which embed virtuality.

Given that practices have often been seen as a way to overcome structuralism, such reference to struc-
turalism could sound strange. Nevertheless, practices have first emerged, in Bourdieu’, Giddens’ and
de Certeau’s works, as a way to problematize structuralism. Only later structuralism has been seen as
something radically different from the study of practices.

However, one thing is to refer to structuralist general notions, trying to find other notions, categories
and models able to intermediate between structure — seen as overarching and general — and agency,
as Bourdieu, Giddens and, up to a certain extent, de Certeau did. Another thing is to delve into the

13.  De Certau “at the Greimas’ seminar [...] meets linguist Jean-Claude Coquet [..., who] is very interested in Benveniste’s
linguistics of enunciation” (Dosse 2007, p. 298, my translation). Also Latour, whose relation with Greimassian semiotics is
broader and more explicit, develops his enunciational framework after meeting semiologist Manar Hammad at Greimas’
seminar (Latour, 1988). I must thank Francesco Galofaro and especially Lucia Amara for having pointed the relation
between de Certeau and Greimas to me.
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structuralist methodology, extending it and therefore redistributing both structure and agency, as ANT
has done.

In the first case the dichotomy structure/agency is maintained, though complexified; in the second
is overcome. By overcoming it, ANT has given way to what we could call a “distributed structuralism”,
which I deem is the adequate framework for the study of practices.
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Abstract

The aim of this article — drawing on broad ethnographic research within two major Italian organi-
sations operating in cancer care and research — is to enlarge practice-based studies, and in particular
the practice-based approach to learning. To do so, a dialogue with social studies of biomedical science
and health professions will be open, thus contributing to the field of sociology of scientific practice,
which often neglected to explore how practitioners locate themselves in a position to be able to act as
competent agents. Accordingly, we shall ask: what kind of knowledge is enacted to create a context of
work in which “precision medicine” emerges? Since research and care practices as collective activities
are not merely predefined by formal education and training, how practitioners learn to work together,
and to shape knowledge actionable within a precision medicine frame? In addressing these research
questions, the article shows how a practice-based approach to learning might offers novel modes of
understanding biomedicine and to think somewhat differently about how expert knowledges are pro-
duced and shared among diverse settings and professionals.

Keywords: Practice Theory; Biomedicine; Healthcare Professions; Learning in Practice; Ethnogra-

phy.

1 Introductory Remarks

A science is nothing more than, and nothing less than, the activities of its practitioners.
(Garfinkel & Liberman, 2007, p. 4).

The aim of this article is to enlarge practice-based studies, and in particular the practice-based ap-
proach to learning. To do so, a dialogue with social studies of post-genomic biomedicine and health
professions will be open, thus contributing to the field of sociology of scientific practice which often ne-
glected to study how practitioners locate themselves in a position to be able to act as competent agents
(Alkemeyer & Buschmann, 2016).

* Politecnico di Milano (Italy); ¥ stefano.crabu@polimi.it; @ https:/orcid.org/o000-0002-0180-716X

Copyright © 2019 Stefano Crabu Art. #9405
The text in this work is licensed under the Creative Commons BY License. p. 107
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.1971-8853/9405
https://sociologica.unibo.it/
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0180-716X
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Learning and Shaping Expert Knowledges Sociologica. V.13 N.3(2019)

For the scope of this paper, it is worth highlighting that a growing body of research inspired by
a practice-based approach to learning is revolving its attention to mundane activities (Alkemeyer &
Buschmann, 2016). However, they rarely explore upon how scientific practices take place in the flow of
practitioners’ experience, where learning and knowing are not separate activities, but rather co-present
with innovation, negotiation and conflict over specific purposes to be pursued in work practices. Thus,
this study attempts to developing a novel modes of understanding biomedicine and thinking somewhat
differently about how expert knowledges" are produced, learned and shared among diverse settings and
professionals. In particular, the generation of biomedical knowledges will be framed as acr of knowing
and learning in practices (Gherardi, 2009), emerging via the entanglement of discourses, artefact, tools
and biological entities. This perspective is particularly useful in enabling the understanding of such
peculiar trajectories in becoming a competent member in a culture of biomedical practices.

The focus on learning in biomedicine allows for disclosure of situated practices in manufacturing
expert knowledges as a practical performance, avoiding the reduction of learning process to a mere
rational/cognitive act of mastering propositional knowledges. Indeed, within social sciences, scholars
have traditionally approached the study of professions involved within the Western medical science and
healthcare industry by postulating an empirical binarism: on the one hand, there are those engaged in
producing expert knowledges as well as in developing medical technologies (i.e. professionals located
in scientific laboratories); on the other hand, physicians and nurses who adopt these knowledges and
technologies interacting with patients in the field of public health services (see Burri & Dumit, 2007;
Gardner, 2017). This position outlines an analytical boundary between clinical practitioners and the
research staff carrying out laboratory-based investigations in life sciences. Hence, it is assume that these
communities have irreducibly different epistemological, cultural and value orientations (Hallowell et
al., 2009; Morgan et al., 201).

The foundation of this binarism resides in the hypothesis according to which medical professional-
isation should be understood primarily in relation to the processes of development of the institutional
health welfare systems, in their regional, cultural and biopolitical dimensions (Freidson, 198s; Abbott,
1988; Erling & Magnussen, 2011). However, this hypothesis is losing its centrality in social sciences, as
well as its heuristic power, due to the radical technoscientific reconfiguration to which biomedicine has
been subject in the last two decades (Clarke et al., 2010). Recentinnovations in healthcare, such as DNA
sequencing and genomics, are leading to a critical transformation of biomedical organisations, clinical
practices and healthcare professions (Keating & Cambrosio, 2003). Among many different medical spe-
cialities, oncology has been particularly affected by genomic technologies, driving the emergence of pre-
cision medicine (also known as “personalised” medicine), which opens new clinical options for treating
patients as it combines traditional drug administration evaluation factors (e.g. age, body mass index and
gender) with the patient’s unique genetic, environmental and behavioural profile (Ginsberg & Willard,
2013). In this respect, a growing body of research shows that post-genomic sciences are realigning the
“clinical” (Foucault, 1973) and “molecular” gaze (Rose, 2007) over the human body, strengthening rela-
tionships between research laboratories and care practices (Lewis et al., 2014; Nelson et al., 2014; Cam-
brosio et al., 2018).

In consideration of this complex biomedical landscape, the challenge for social sciences is no longer
to question ethical issues related to the possibility of manipulating and intervening at the molecular
level of the living bodies. Rather, it is to explore the organisational arrangements and situated condi-
tions surrounding the development of new tailored therapies in the context of technology-intensive
biomedicine. Accordingly, we shall ask: what kind of knowledges are enacted to create a context of
work in which “precision medicine” emerges? Since research and care practices as collective activities are
not merely predefined by formal education and training, how practitioners learn to work together, and
to shape knowledges actionable within a precision medicine frame? To provide a meaningful answer
to these research questions the article is organised as follow: first, I provide a comprehensive theoretical
framework that informs this paper. Then, I detail the research design, and I present the empirical mate-
rial using case vignettes to illustrate how health practitioners learn to collectively act in a competent way
within a thick network of relationships involving clinical settings and research laboratories. In the con-

1. Iresort to the plural “knowledges” to emphasise that scientific knowledges are heterogeneous assemblages, and may be
disputed, repudiated and locally negotiated. See Haraway, 1991; Clarke et al., 2003; Jasanoff, 2004.
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clusion, I consider the type of research insights that the conceptual work of a practice-based approach
to learning might open up in the case of contemporary biomedicine. In so doing, I discuss how the
developing of expert knowledges and new medical options can re-orient the work and settings of those
concerned in health settings, and how their doing implies collective expert competences that must be
learnt and innovated while practising.

2 Working and Learning in Biomedical Landscapes

Although social sciences have historically developed multifaceted perspectives in addressing how innova-
tions in policy frameworks, as well as advancements in science and technology, contribute to redefining
the cultural authority of health professions, it is common to consider the medical sociologist Eliot Frei-
dson as the foundational scholar of the research stream on medical professional bodies (see Hafferty
& Castellani, 2013). One of the main influential legacies of Freidson’s thought is the concept of “medi-
cal dominance” (1970). This notion has been proposed with the aim of highlighting the chance of the
“medical category” to subjugate — by means of a legal authority, and cultural and symbolic resources
— all the occupational profiles in the health domain, and to hegemonize the definition of the scientific
contents of their activity. From this perspective, physicians have been able to develop monopolistic eco-
nomic strategies in order to give shape to their own privileged labour market segments, thus increasing
their benefits and their moral force, and subordinating competing occupational groups to their purposes
(Collins, 1979). According to Freidson, the profession of medicine is played with a radical ambivalence:
on the one hand, there are the social expectations that require caring for patients; on the other, the prob-
lem of building consensus and legitimacy both within their own professional community and in society
at large. In this way, the exercise of the medical profession contemplates two distinct logics of action,
that is the colleague-dependent logic and the client-dependent one (Halpern & Anspach, 1993).

Freidson’s work has strongly pervaded social studies of healthcare professions, and, in particular, the
well-known theory of medicalization (Conrad, 1992 & 2007). Although in principle this theoretical
framework considers diverse viewpoints of professionals engaged in the medicine and healthcare field,
the perspective of physicians remain the primum movens, thus suggesting a political tactic of domination
acted by the medical category as an explanatory factor of the dynamics shaping the healthcare professions
(Chamberlain, 2010).

This analysis has been questioned by social researchers involved in innovation studies, social studies
of medicine and science and technology studies (S&TS), commonly interested in investigating the re-
configuration of the epistemic and organisational boundaries between care and research, as well as the
modalities through which biomedical work occurs in practice. Both in Europe and in North America, in
debates over the production of (biomedical) knowledges and technologies of life, innovative “heuristic
lenses” have been proposed to capture the mutual shaping and multidimensional entanglement between
care and research (Cambrosio et al., 2018). These contributions have framed medical work as a form of
“heterogeneous engeneering” (Bruni, 2008), that is a distributed process, which implies forms of cooper-
ation between various lay and expert practitioners as well as technological devices (Casper & Berg, 1995;
Lock, Young & Cambrosio, 2000; Rabeharisoa & Bourret, 2009). Therefore, sociologists influenced
by S& TS have strongly renewed the study of medical practice, thus overcoming individualised method-
ological approaches that framed social structures in terms of external variables determining the nature
of the clinical acting.

Although these studies have produced extremely relevant advancements in understanding the ways
in which genomic technologies and ICT are blurring the distinction between care and research profes-
sionals, the approach is partial in that health practitioners tend to be cut loose from the ways in which
they learn to competently perform everyday working practices. Generally speaking, this scholarship has
depicted biomedical work as highly standardised and conservative; innovation as a destabilizing, even if
indispensable, process of organisational change; and learning as a peculiar dimension weakly related to
everyday work and innovation. According to Brown & Duguid (1991, p. 40), “the source of the opposi-
tion perceived between working, learning and innovating lies primarily in the gulf between precepts and
practices. Formal descriptions of work (e.g., ‘office procedure’) and of learning (e.g., ‘subject matter’)
are abstracted from actual practice.” Therefore, it is relevant to acquire a more thorough understanding
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of how knowledges and medical technologies are produced in the course of everyday practices, and how
practitioners learn to “perform” them as a part of everyday organising processes.

In addressing this issue, I discuss how precision medicine practitioners are engaged in learning to
define knowledges about patients’ bodies in the context of precision cancer medicine. In so doing, I
adopt a practice-based approach developed by Shove et al. (2012), which potentially allows seeing learn-
ing as a conceptual bridge between the process of innovating and working. In their consideration of
practice theories, Shove et al. suggest focusing on materials, competences and meanings as a strategy to
comprehend practices (2012, p. 14). A focus on materiality allows considering tangible physical things, bi-
ological bodies and technologies as integrative agents of practices. Competency encompasses techniques
and skills, and the ways in which people learn them. Finally, meanings refer to expectations, aspira-
tions and symbolic meanings. Accordingly, practices should be framed as the emerging outcome by the
(in)stable assemblage between these three types of elements. In alignment with Shove atal. (2012), Alke-
meyer & Buschmann (2017) recently proposed a heuristic framework to capture learning as a process of
“self-(trans)formation” (p. 12) within practices, where “candidates for participation reciprocally initiate
themselves as and make themselves into participants by equipping one another, with the collaboration
of things, and artefacts, with situational possibilities of action and, at the same time, delimitating them”
(¢bid). This sensitivity is evidently grounded on the concept of “situated learning” (Lave & Wenger,
1991), which questions the reification of learning as an asymmetrical transfer of competencies from one
person to another.

Moving from this constitutive tenet of practice theory, Alkemeyer & Buschmann (2017) conceptu-
alise learning “as a process of participating in practices in which, alongside practical and propositional
knowledges, identity and social membership are formed” (p. 12). Accordingly, I argue that healthcare
professionals, including laboratory workers, are required to learn how to use technologies and how to
competently locate themselves in a specific organisational context, the characteristics of which may co-
define how drugs, medical protocols, or knowledges are produced and used (Shove et al., 2012). Thus,
when I refer to the term “competency(ies)”, I do not have in mind the various formal norms and prescrip-
tions in which “discrete,” and more or less related, tasks may be grounded; but rather the complex inter-
twinement of explicit and tacit knowledges, cultural and moral orientations, as well as taken-for-granted
routines mobilized in bearing a concrete situations. In this perspective, the term competency acts in
the manner of “sensitizing concept” (Blumer, 1954), allowing to understand knowing and learning-in-
practice as source of innovation, making possible the same settings, conditions, rules and professional
roles within which precision medicine is defined as such.

3 Methodological Note

Drawing on ethnographic research of running experiments to build care protocols for precision can-
cer medicine, the objective of this paper is to show how biomedicine can be analysed as “expert doing”
and how, within it, a social researcher can empirically describe how precision is a process of situated
learning and knowing. Ethnographic fieldwork was conducted in Italy at two biomedical organisations.
The first is a major biomedical institute in northern Italy specialising in cancer care and research, pri-
marily involved in managing genomic-driven clinical trials. The second, located in northeast Italy, is a
research foundation, leading projects in cooperation with academic laboratories and hospitals with the
objective of personalising treatment for cancer patients, especially those with leukaemia. Overall, obser-
vations were conducted at both organisations for six months. During this time, daily activities within
research laboratories and hospital wards were followed. Handwritten field notes were taken during ob-
servation days, and 25 semi-structured interviews were conducted with laboratory researchers, molecular
biologists, pharmacologists, chemists, data managers, clinicians, research nurses and medical laboratory
scientific officers.

Given the paper’s focus, I have combined the pieces of data with the objective of tracing and fol-
lowing precision medicine practices across the different sites of knowledges production. In this respect,
this paper originates from a series of activities synthesising findings and insights from different papers I
have authored in this field (see Crabu, 2016, 2017, 2018). Hence, in the next sections, I analyse a series of
“case vignettes” (Swan et al., 2007) focalised on precision cancer medicine in its “co-becoming”, together
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with career biographies of practitioners (vignette 1 and 2) and organisational environments in which it
is practised (vignette 1 and 3).

4 Findings

4.1 Vignette 1: Envisioning Precision

Generally speaking, precision cancer medicine refers to an ongoing biomedical endeavour aimed at
boosting the translation of genetics knowledges to clinical routines. Medical discourse on precision
medicine is usually dominated by a view of learning and training as a formal task of acquiring and
possessing propositional knowledges, hence expressing a desire to render clinical actions more “rational”
(Zuiderent-Jerak, 2015). But, if we orient the analysis on the day-to-day accomplishments of precision
medicine, the monolithic agreement (which we easily notice in formal biomedical narratives) on the
very meaning of being precise in caring for living bodies loses consistency:

I was walking down the aisle of the hospital ward in company of Mario, an oncologist at the
dawn of his career, and Martino, a young Ph.D. student in the field of bio-nanotechnologies.
The ward hosted both patients treated according to standard protocols and others enrolled
in clinical trials. Today, drug infusions should be administered to patients enrolled in a
Phase 1, genomic-driven clinical trial focusing on single-nucleotide polymorphism (a DNA
sequence variation) of the gene “UGT1A1”. This is an experimental protocol aimed at per-
sonalising treatments for patients suffering from colorectal cancer. While we were walking,
Mario told us about his frustration with the way he is involved in this trial. “Nobody ex-
plained to me... maybe, I think, no clinician... ever told me the reason why the heterozygos-
ity of the UGT1A1 gene can determine an altered metabolism of the drug, so that you can
administer a different dose of CPT-11 [i.e. Irinotecan, a drug used in the treatment of the
metastatic colon or rectal cancer]. Just to be on the safe side, I went to read the protocol,
but it was just out of personal curiosity. Sure, they [laboratory-based team] tell you: ‘have
alook at the protocol yourself, study it.” But this is not the point... The point is, that I feel
the need to understand not the protocol, but how to get engaged in it... and sometimes, be-
fore speaking about translationality in medicine, we would need a little more coordination.”
(Ethnographic fieldnotes on Mario, an oncologist involved in a department of clinical and
experimental pharmacology - Human Ph@rma?)

Here, acting as a “precise” professional becomes a practical accomplishment, and precise “knowl-
edges” are something that practitioners perform collectively by learning on how to manage a protocol
as a matter of organising coordination arrangements. This happens by a processual reconfiguration of
the concerned clinical setting, as a loci which can enable informal pedagogical trajectories. What is at
stake, here, is to learn how to situate its own specific “piece of work” within a more large ecology of
organizing interactions. In this respect, it is worth underlining that social science scholarship about the
introduction of protocols for “precision medicine” in healthcare settings is deeply rooted in a conception
of science as a dispositif of subjection (Dickenson, 2013; Prainsack, 2017), and as a proxy for deskilling
of physicians. Accordingly, physicians — under the pressure of laboratory science — are supposed to
be a mere executer of formalised Tayloristic tasks prescribed and crystallised in protocols, thus losing
their alleged professional autonomy and “embodied skills” in caring for living bodies. A narration from
the field can allow us to question this recurrent, even if highly disputable, reading over the reshaping of
medical work:

[...] it seems more interesting, for someone like me who is very “clinical”, to follow patients
within protocols managed by colleagues in the experimental unit, asI normally do in a Phase
1 protocol for personalising treatment for patients suffering from colorectal cancer. [...] So,
you must follow the patient. You must assess whether that drug is good at that dose, that

2. Persons and locations names are pseudonyms
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the “experimental people” think it is appropriate to administer for that mutation, for that
particular genotype. By the way, it is the clinician who sometimes pays the bill [i.e. negative
consequences]. Oh yes! Because maybe toxicity increases and, therefore, for you, there is a
mountain of problems to face in the department. (Interview, Mario, an oncologist involved
in the department of clinical and experimental pharmacology - Human Ph@rma)

To analytically capture this account, it is not sufficient to mobilize a “deskilling story”, since the
protocols inevitably require to be contextualised within situated setting of actions. This process enacts
a subjectivation process of the agents involved in translating scripts and the disposition of the protocols
in practices (Akrich, 1992; Timmermans & Berg, 1997). Clinicians, as Mario’s account nicely shows, in
“tinkering” the protocol, are deeply engaged in a process of learning new abilities in order to render such
prescriptive text compatible both with the bodies of the patients (as non-docile agents) and with the
local pre-existing and consolidated institutional, infrastructural and material relations.

Thus, what we observe is not a mechanical operation of adapting working routines to a new pro-
tocol. Accordingly, the protocol can no longer be considered as a device of linear deskilling and disem-
powerment of medical practices. On the contrary, practitioners in hospital wards engage themselves in
a learning process as an affordance of the protocol in itself, required to manage conflicts between pre-
scriptive texts and the complex yet unpredictable living bodies they work with. Indeed, by observing the
“mise-en-contexte” (Latour, 1992, p. 89) of the protocol, we see how clinicians are not neutral followers
of certain kinds of formal dispositions, but agents actively engaged in learning how to align their own
perspectives, needs and professional skills with the protocol’s situated trajectory.

4.2 Case Vignette 2: Dismantling Epistemic Boundaries, Reshaping Professional Biographies

The distinctive feature of current precision medicine relies on the application of genomics for produc-
ing clinically actionable knowledges. Genomic technologies, as the technical infrastructure of precision
medicine, are not simply tools used in the production cycle of precision protocols, but rather are pro-
cesses that must be developed in practices (Timmermans & Berg, 2003). These developments can have
crucial consequences for the management of healthcare settings, as physicians, researchers and laboratory
workers make increasing use of diverse expert knowledges that must be rendered mutually compatible
and congruent among each other. Indeed, clinicians and life scientists may construct occupational cul-
tures that are not professional stricto sensu; these cultures can collide with the traditional boundaries
between care settings and research spaces as well as with the consolidated management of the interface
between the normal and the pathological:

I started working in a university department of pharmaceutical sciences. I never, ever talked
to an oncologist there. I have never been told: “Look, the drug must have certain charac-
teristics because otherwise, it causes toxicity to the patient, or because my clinical problem
is this and not another one.” It was a job weakly connected to the clinic, and on one hand,
this makes you less conscious about the impact of your work. On the other hand, it gives
you much more freedom to experiment with what you judge to be relevant for the science
because you are not bound to the fact that tomorrow, you must apply what you did to a
patient. Here, when I think abouta protocol or a project, I always must think about the fact
that the data I produce must be immediately, or in the immediate future, applicable to the
patient. [...] So, on one hand, there is the possibility of growing professionally, and taking
into consideration the applicability of what you are doing is certainly something that en-
riches you. At the same time, it is an aspect that limits the possibilities of exploring areas, or
things that may be relevant for me, and which can also give you great satisfaction in terms
of research, but from which you do not see the immediate effect anyway. For example, I
characterise a protein, and the patient or clinician does not care about it, though it would
be useful for other researchers [Michela, a pharmacologist involved in the Department of
Clinical and Experimental Pharmacology - Human Ph@rma].

When Michela was hired by a research laboratory outside of the academic institution, her work
changed profoundly, both from the perspective of the purpose and the technical means to achieve it.
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This transition in her professional biography, shared by many other researchers involved in the organ-
isations where I conducted the fieldwork, led to a broader redefinition of the meaning, modalities and
materials of conducting everyday working practices, thereby requiring learning how to act within a
novel “style of practice” (Keating & Cambrosio, 2012). The patient’s living body is recognised as the
main driver in generating research hypotheses, around which both care and laboratory practices are ar-
ticulated. Hence, it is a matter of constructing new technoscientific and organisational repertoires that
can co-define the conditions for the actualisation of a “precision medical practice”, which professionals
consider to be a good way to approach pathological conditions that may affect the body. Under this per-
spective, the object of knowing in practice in precision medicine will be knowing simultaneously how
to work, co-produce precision protocols with colleagues and patients, and “perform” an occupational
identity, since traditional professional identities (primarily shaped around a specific institutionalised
discipline) are fading under the pressure of contemporary biomedicine as a complex multidisciplinary
endeavour (Disis & Slattery, 2010). The act of knowing concerns a learning process of how to accom-
plish participation and inter-professional relations as the generative effect of common practice.

4.3 Case Vignette 3: Enacting Precision Knowledges

Although ambivalences at the interface between the laboratory personnel and the clinical staff emerged,
these were considered part of the field:

In the late afternoon, Pina (a senior experimental pharmacologist) — while discussing with
her main assistant over a day entirely spent within the hospital ward — reflects on the
“down-to-earth” practices required to correctly implement a protocol: "Have you ever no-
ticed how important is to follow the nurses to make sure the blood samplings are done
correctly? As I told you, it was a great achievement to engage dedicated research nurses in
our clinical trials. They better understand how important is even just a minute to pharma-
cokinetics. If it is expected that the infusion run for 2 hours, but then it runs just for one
hour and a half, because there is a problem with the infusion pump, like today... or maybe
they notice that they are infusing a wrong dose of the drug, and therefore the infusion is
stopped sooner... I need to be aware of all these events, because they are an extremely im-
portant source of information for conducting the pharmacokinetics [the study of the drug
metabolism] in a proper way. Then, in the evening, of course, research nurses are replaced
by general nurses. [...] But ’'m trying to give make them aware of the importance of strictly
respecting the schedule of the blood sampling or, at least, in case of error, to report it on
the register [a form that records the blood sampling procedures]. This is why I guess our
presence in the hospital ward is fundamental. Of course, this may look like a waste of time,
because obviously I can’timmediately analyse samples and data. If P’m in the ward I can’tbe
working in the lab. But, for me this is just part of my job [...]. Many times my boss [the lab
director] told me not to go to the ward, but this is too important for me. I feel compelled to
be there, rather than risking that data be burnt. (Ethnographic field notes on Pina, experi-
mental pharmacologist involved in department of clinical and experimental pharmacology
- Human Ph@rma)

As this account highlights, there was a need to translate formal prescriptions into doable practical ac-
tivities that could produce affordable biological materials and related evidences, thus enabling a shared
understanding between the researchers and clinical staff involved in the study. Here, precision is an
emerging property of a technologically dense environment that produces socio-technical conceptions
of what should be “actionable” for precision medicine, and which attitudes and professional compe-
tencies are appropriate in bearing the combined management of the contextual factors inherent to the
everyday organizing of the ward with the need to comply with laboratories rules.

Under this viewpoint, precision appear to be a distributed competence to produce organisational
and inter-organisational work practices that ‘locate’ patients (potential or real) within a specific medical
protocol. Therefore, precision in practice is socially constructed and shared among different professionals
and embedded within the values, norms and rules operating in post-genomics medicine. In other words,
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a “precision medicine” protocol results from the constant engineering of diverse elements (in the last
vignette: biological materials, infusion pumps, sheets to document blood sampling procedures) that
must be performed in, by and through situated practices by means of discursive (sharing a common
cognitive framework with general nurses), material (to be able to repair / replace the infusion pump in
case of failure) and social/organizing arrangements (negotiate with the lab director the legitimacy to stay
in the ward to monitor infusion and blood sampling).

Another dimension of the learning process emerges regarding how to act as a “precision medicine
practitioner” concerning the ability to manage unexpected events in coordination with other actors
within the ward (e.g. infusion of a wrong dose of the drug). In this sense, the competent acting un-
folds not only in performing specific habits and routines, but also in negotiating the technical plausi-
bility of “precise” biomedical protocols, thereby facing uncertainties and technical intricacies. Indeed,
Pina describes inter-laboratory cooperative paths in which the roots of laboratory work are prolonged
to the point of becoming confused with clinical practice and with the innovation process tout court. On
one hand, this form of cooperation lays the groundwork for patients’ care and assistance activities, and
should not be considered ancillary to that of scientific research. On the other hand, it creates conditions
for the transformation of clinical data from a merely descriptive element of a pathological condition to
a constitutive and operative tool of lab life.

5 Final Remarks

Given the specificities of the context examined in this paper, I innervated a practice-based approach to
learning with literature on the social manufacturing of expert knowledges and social studies of medicine
not usually applied to the study of health professions, thus observing the shaping of multiverse health-
care practices as a problem of expert learning. In doing so, I have drawn attention away from abstract
knowledges and cognitive processes by situating professionals in the health practices and communities
through which knowledges and materials take on meanings. From this perspective, I proposed to anal-
yse health practitioners as learners, who co-define a common understanding by integrating materials,
values, local circumstances, and social relations of the people involved. Hence, learning to act as prac-
titioners in precision medicine is strictly entangled with the local conditions in which it is learned, and
“precision” is defined as such. In light of these considerations, I now distil and discuss three main di-
mensions related to the “learning” process as an entry point to explore healthcare professionals in the
context of contemporary biomedicine:

* The management of an evolving hybrid membership: According to the discussed findings, learn-
ing is strictly intertwined with the socialising process; it is not merely a situated sharing of knowl-
edges from senior members or “formal instructors” to junior ones. Senior members are also re-
quired to continuously learn to readjust their modalities of acting. In this sense, all participants
are engaged in teaching and learning in practice, thus performing an hybrid membership, which
largely exceeds formal prescriptions and tasks;

* The management of professional transitions and the redefinition of organisational roles:
Learning is a socio-technical constructed process of positioning people and things with different
form of agency. Indeed, learning is not a neutral process, but it takes place in biographical and
historical landscapes that co-define peculiar forms and possibilities of participation and learning
trajectories. In this sense, all agents are engaged in hybrid positioning between the role of instruc-
tor and that of apprentice, thus transforming themselves, and the contextual professional trajec-
tory, by acting within a sociomaterial collective (an assemblage of things, people, knowledges and
artefacts) of shared practices. Under this perspective, learning is not a set of discrete operations
occurring within a specific perimeter, both of role or setting, but it is a constitutive dimension
of a context of shared practices in itself — potentially disjointed from explicit pedagogical aims.
Hence, learning implies contextually the definition and transformation of the organisational role,
in terms of the defining the legitimisation of acting, range of autonomy and practical skills.
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* The management of conflictual / ambivalent circumstances: Conflict and disagreement are
strictly entangled in learning processes. In a context of action strongly characterised by a multi-
disciplinary choreography, such as contemporary biomedicine, we observe diverse epistemologi-
cal logic of actions and local “opportunistic necessities”, sometimes conflicting with each other.
Clinicians, as the cultural and institutional professionals responsible for medicalising the patients’
bodies, are at once oriented to intervene in the configuration of laboratory life on the basis of their
experiential and propositional knowledges, when the laboratory explicitly acts for the sake of the
patient. On the other hand, laboratory practitioners may have or develop a different conception
of how to produce clinically-actionable evidence with the aim of reinforcing their autonomy and
organisational relevance. Observed from this perspective, learning implies negotiations of oppor-
tunities and interpretations of the different epistemic positions, thus actively questioning formal
hierarchies and scientific requirements of the practice.

Learning — observed from a practice-based approach — is constitutive of every practice differen-
tially distributed within a collective field in which participants have different perspectives, values and
opportunities, even conflicting with each other. Accordingly, learning is a matter of defining and em-
bedding in everyday work a set of abilities oriented to identifying and rendering different perspectives
and epistemological regimens as mutually congruent, inherent to a heterogeneous field of practice. This
implies the sharing of conventions on how to practise certain “operational purposes”, and how to gradu-
ally shift and readjust professional and biographical trajectories. In this sense, what should be considered
“precise knowledges” in the context of contemporary biomedicine or, in more general terms, what is the
“correct” way to act, is a matter of collective concern, since participants reflexively and actively define the
consensus among potentially divergent perspectives. As a result, what I would finally stress is that learn-
ing is not a neutral activity, but a process that implies specific situated politics of knowledges, irreducible
to a mere technical or functional dimension of doing something.
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Abstract

The paper presents the so-called “practice turn in contemporary theory” and its possible and prof-
itable sociological application to the field of food studies. Starting from the epistemological perspec-
tive that sees the concept of practice as the ongoing arrangement resulting from the social organization
between different elements, I present a brief critical review of the research works about food culture
that has drawn on a practice-based approach, in order to show how it affords to move from a “sociol-
ogy of food” to a “sociology of food social practices.” Then, I discuss one particular approach offered
by theories of practice, based on the category of “sociomateriality”. Finally, I briefly introduce, by way
of example, the empirical analysis of the practice of professional cooking to show the potentiality of
this approach. In conclusion, I will discuss the strengths and the vulnerabilities related to the analysis
of food social practices, focusing in particular on the issue of symbolic power.

Keywords: Practice Theory; Sociology of Food; Culinary Culture; Sociomateriality; Habitus; Ethnog-
raphy; Symbolic Power.

1 think it is a sad reflection on our civilisation
that while we can and do measure the
temperature in the atmosphere of Venus,

we do not know what goes on inside our soufflés
— Nicholas Kurti

1 Introduction

Good to eat or good to think? Most of the sociological and anthropological thinking about food and
food culture has been involved with the relationship between the material and the symbolic dimension
of food, as exemplified neatly in the two famous works by Marvin Harris (1985) and Claude Lévi-Strauss
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(1964). In fact, such a strong opposition between the materiality of foodstuft and the symbolic mean-
ings of nutrition leads not by chance to the definition of a “Sociology of food and eating” (Murcott,
1982; Germov & Williams, 1999; Poulain, 2005). Furthermore, focusing on food choice and how this “is
neither random nor haphazard, but exhibits patterns and regularities” (Murcott, 1982, p. 203) another
fracture has been drawn in the field of food studies (Abala, 2013) between sociology of food consump-
tion and sociology of food production (Goodman & DuPuis, 2002).

Of course, of the actual panorama of food studies is far more complex than this rapid sketch could
track down and sure many attempts, from different disciplines, have been made recently (Abbots &
Lavis, 2013; Cappellini et al., 2016; Steel & Zin, 2017) in order to overcome some of the previous di-
chotomies. However, in what follows, without claiming to be exhaustive, I will try to show how recent
approaches based on theories of practice (Hui et al., 2017), despite internal differences and disagreements
(Nicolini, 2012; Jonas et al., 2017), could fruitfully participate in such a debate.

Especially, there are two specific issues that practice-based approaches seem particularly appropriate
to tackle: the view of social order as “arrangements” (Schatzki, 2001) and the agentic role of materiality
(Pickering, 2001).

Instead of seeking “patterns and regularities” (Murcott, 1982, p. 203) that shape food choices or sys-
tems of food production, practice scholars share a different conception that not only reveals the inade-
quacy of the widespread equation of order with regularity but also “building upon the complex and vari-
able connections that exist among things [such an approach] construes order as arrangements” (Schatzki,
2001, p. SI).

An arrangement is a layout of entities in which they relate and take up places with respect
to one another. On the basis of this intuitive conception, social order can be defined as
arrangements of people and the organisms, artifacts, and things through which they coexist.
[...] They thereby take up positions with regard to one another that combine aspects of these
four dimensions. As elements of the arrangement, these entities also possess identities (who
someone is) or meanings (what something is) (ibidem).

Practice is thus considered “a mode of ordering rather than an ordered product, an epistemology
rather than an empirical phenomenon” (Gherardi, 2017, p. 39). Hence, such a point of view allows chal-
lenging traditional classifications about whar is material and who is human, since such a dynamic out-
come (Strangers & Maller, 2019) emerges precisely from a specific arrangement enacted through practice.

Accordingly, drawing on this epistemological perspective, I will start showing how it affords to move
from a “sociology of food and eating” to a “sociology of food social practices”. First, I concisely survey
some of the classic sociological works on food and nutrition and then presenting a brief critical review
of the research works that have drawn on a practice-based approach. Then, I will discuss one particular
approach oftered by theories of practices, based on the category of “sociomateriality” (Orlikowski, 2007;
Gherardi, 2017). Finally, I will briefly introduce, by way of example, the empirical analysis of the practice
of professional cooking in order to discuss the potential of this type of method. In conclusion, I will
deal with the strengths and the vulnerabilities related to the analysis of food social practices, focusing in
particular on the issue of symbolic power (Bourdieu, 1998).

2 Sociology of Food (Social Practices)

As suggested by Barry Smart (1994), worlds of food are often thought of as suitable metaphors of par-
ticular aspects of social life, or as useful heuristic opportunities to explore other issues and other aspects
of culture. While there are several examples of such an attitude,’ the notion of food social space by Jean-
Pierre Poulain (2005), instead, established an autonomous theoretical framework capable of sociologi-
cally framing food as a structuring dimension of the social organization of human groups. Of course,
the idea of an autonomous social space in which specific dimensions of human action take place is not
quite new in sociology: it is, in fact, the very same process described by the classics of this discipline as

L To name but a few, one can find the issue of individualization (Beardsworth & Keil, 1997); the issue of the agri-food
industrialization (Howard, 2016) or the issue of health (Caplan, 1997).
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secularization of social life (Durkheim, 1894; Weber, 1922). According to these theories, the process of
modernization is characterized precisely by the creation of specialized sub-sectors, each of which must
then come to terms with the wider social space, understood as non-specialized.?

Poulain identifies, therefore, a food social space defined by two fundamental constraints that set the
relationship between humans and food. On the one hand, there is a “biological” limit relative to the
biochemical mechanisms underlying the nutrition and the consequent digestive and metabolic possibil-
ities of humankind. On the other hand, an “ecological” constraint obliges every human group to come
to terms with the availability of nutritional resources of every specific “ecological niche” in which it is
established.

While these two limitations mark the boundaries of a specifically food social space, yet there remain
very high degrees of freedom to the human presence inside such a social space that must be organized
with the complicity of social factors (Poulain, 2005). Hence, investigating the social organization of such
freedom to inhabit the food social space constitutes the main purpose of a sociology of food.

In fact, if we read in this way two seminal researches in the field of sociology of food such as those by
Ritzer (1996) and Fischler (1990) it is easy to detect two separate positions in their focusing, respectively,
on productive and consumer activity. Also, itis apparent whatitis actually a rather widespread tendency
in food literature, to contrast the intrusion of economic power of institutional actors — like the big fast-
food multinationals (Ritzer, 1996) — to the symbolic dimension of culture understood as the exclusive
prerogative of the consumer subjective action (Fischler, 1990). This kind of bifocal attention — namely
a dualism — has soon led to separate two different research streams within the food studies. We can
thus easily find, in such a literature, a sociology of taste and nutrition (sociology of food) opposed to
a rural sociology (or agri-food theory). While the former pays attention to the reflective skills of the
consumer, the second focuses instead on the technological and economic dynamics leading agricultural
and industrial development of food (Goodman & DuPuis, 2002).

However, several scholars have been dedicated to attempting to overcome such a dualism and break-
ing the border between food production and consumption (Morgan et al., 2006). Particularly, there
have been three different efforts to analyze the food social space: the first, from the point of view of an
economic sociology it is based on the concept of System of Provision (Fine etal., 1996); the second, based
on a sociology of science, draws on Actor-Network Theory (Goodman, 200r1); the third, on the basis of
a sociology of morality, it is mostly grounded on Theory of Conventions (Morgan et al., 2006). In spite
of evident differences, though, some elements covertly unite them. Two characteristics, in particular,
while already emerging in the two classic approaches by Ritzer (1996) and Fischler (1990), they return
in all the three previous debates as fundamental issues® and they are still present in many recent works
(Abbots & Lavis, 2013; Howard, 2016; Neswald, 2017).

* The intersection between “human” and “non-human” elements, that is the reciprocal position
assumed by human action and materiality, and the consequent valorization attributed to the two
dimensions in different contexts.

* The governance of these different resources, that s the power relations that rule, in fact, the criteria
for integration of elements.

Hence, the series of contributions that are grouped under the name of “theories of practice”
(Schatzki et al., 2001; Reckwitz, 2002; Hui et al., 2017) seem to be able to satisfy both these issues in a
very promising way. Ultimately, with the term practice we refer to:

[...] a routinized type of behaviour which consists of several elements, interconnected to
one other: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, “things” and their use, a
background knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states of emotion and
motivational knowledge (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 249).

2. Among the most interesting insights of this type of dynamics there are the so-called “field theory” developed by Pierre
Bourdieu (1992), then employed by Ferguson (2004) for her analysis of the emergence of French cuisine and the approach
proposed by Howard Becker (1982) in terms of “worlds of art”, then employed by Fine in his ethnography of kitchen culture
(1996).

3. Since there is not space here to show examples of these recurrent themes in literature, see Domaneschi (2018b) for a more
complete and contextualized treatment of such an issue.
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Accordingly, the classical concept of social order is here converted as the organized outcome of a
plurality of elements that participate in the definition of the practice (Schatzki et al., 2001), and the
attention moves, therefore, from the subject behaviour to the organized combination assumed, from
time to time, by the elements through which the activity is arranged (Hui et al., 2017).

In fact, this kind of practice-based research on food is quite pervasive, especially in the realm of sus-
tainable practice (Spaargaren et al., 2012; Crivits & Paredis, 2013; Evans et al., 2017), but it has been
applied also for studying fair trade goods (Wheeler, 2012) and novel foods (House, 2019), as well as ve-
ganism (Twine, 2017) and vegetarianism (Plessz & Gojard, 2014) and finally consumption of Real Ale
beer (Thurnell-Read, 2016). In all these cases, practice-based approaches proved more and more their
ability to grasp points of view which remain otherwise obscure to other approaches to food culture,
both methodologically (Halkier & Jensen, 2011) and theoretically (Domaneschi, 2012). This capacity of
grasping different views, for example, emerge particularly in diverse work on eating practices (Cappellini
et al., 2016; Devaney & Davies, 2016; Warde, 2016). Mainly, the work by Warde (2016) identifies eating
— and not either the eater or the meal — as the central unit of analysis, therefore practices are viewed
as a meso-level social construct, interconnected to broader structures and individual behaviour. In this
way, he makes clear how practice theories effectively decentres the commonplace notion that individual
deliberation and consumer choice constitute the basis of the food world.

Furthermore, according with the central notion of arrangements determined through practice, there
will be some elements and some links between them which, for a given practice, will be more relevant
than others in order to constitute it as such. Some of these elements and the links between them, in fact,
will be more often used than others, since they are indispensable for the accomplishment of the practice
itself. This is a crucial point, in fact it means that it is not only relevant to isolate the organizational
elements that build the practice, but also that we need to track down the different forms of agency that
can be found within such arrangement.

A fundamental concept of the practice-oriented approach is therefore that of distributed agency (Sa-
hakian & Whilite, 2014), which bring the issue of power into the practice approach (Watson, 2017).
This concept in fact, focuses on how the agent is never completely the subject of his activity, since he is
just one element between many others who perform the arrangement that emerges as a practice. Social
agents rather participate in a nexus of relations hierarchized according to specific geometries of power.
Accordingly, the aim is to grasp the emergence of a practice “without succumbing to old habits of ei-
ther attributing deterministic power to practices over the activities of participants or presupposing fully
formed actors who are ready for action.” (Alkemeyer & Buschmann, 2017, p. 9).

In other words, when theories of practice raise the question of the diverse agentic roles of materiality,
they also bring the issue of challenging classifications between what is human and what in non-human
(Riskin, 2016) and, finally, the problem of their dynamic entanglements (Maller & Strenger, 2019).

3 The Matter of Agency: A Sociomaterial Approach to Food Practice

Drawing on the concept of practice seen as a mode of ordering, rather than an ordered product (Hui
et al., 2017), then, means drawing on the idea of arrangements of different elements and, consequently,
investigating the distributed agency that address such a specific organization. Hence, I will now focus
on the arrangement between human and non-human elements, in the particular case of food social space
(Poulain, 2005), examining the dynamic classification of such elements (Maller & Strengers, 2019)

In fact, in the case of food studies, material arrangements (Schatzki, 2010) are surprisingly ignored,
if we consider how the classical sociological models of food consumption (Beardsworth & Keil, 1997;
Lupton, 1996; Murcott, 2019) more than often “disregards the effectivity of not only animal bodies, but
also the ‘bodies’ of vegetables, minerals, and pharmaceutical, bacterial or viral agents.” (Bennett, 2007,
p- 133). In fact, even when materiality is at the core of the analysis (Douglas, 1972; Cook & Crang, 1996;
de Solier, 2013), nonhuman matter is presented as purely the setting for the play of human action. Yet,
according to a practice-based approach, the materiality of foodstuft is endowed with agentic capacity
not restricted to the human actor (Yotova, 2013). As some food scholars have recently suggested, along
a so called “visceral approach” (Bennet, 2010; Longhurst, 2009; Abbots, 2017) “this material agency
would include the negative power to resist or obstruct human projects, but it would also entail the active
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power to exert forces and create effects.” (Bennett, 2007, p. 133). In order not to privileging meaning
over matter, agency is considered as a force distributed across multidirectional flows, overlapping eaters,
foodstuff and knowledge about food (Abbots, 2017). Hence, here food is seen as “an active inducer-
producer of salient, public effects, rather than a passive resource at the disposal of consumers.” (Bennett,

2007, p. 134).

In the case of fat, for instance, we need to bear in mind not only larger humans and their
economic-cultural prostheses (agribusiness, snack food vending machines, serving sizes, mi-
crowave ovens, bariatric surgery) but also the strivings and trajectories of the fats themselves,
as they vie with — or more indirectly, weaken or strengthen — human wills, practices,
habits and ideas (Bennett, 2007, p. 138).

In this line, food allows to exemplify the process of becoming over being, since within these ar-
rangements between eaters, foodstuft and meanings, “particular elements can be so contingently well-
positioned that they can significantly alter the direction or function of the assemblage” (ibidem).

Moreover, another relevant group of material elements can alter the direction of food practice: not
only foodstuff per se, but also the technological equipment available in order to eat or to cook food-
stuff (Wilson, 2012). Practice-based approaches, indeed, clearly stress the impact of the changing role
of freezer (Shove & Southertone, 2000) or cooking robots (Truninger, 2011) on domestic practices of
cooking and eating. On the whole, the broad process of rationalization of cooking and the kitchen
(van Otterloo, 2000; Denis, 2016) exemplify neatly how materiality channels an agentic capacity not
restricted to the human actor but strongly intertwined with it.

Therefore, according to this particular vein within practice-based approaches, the issue is not
whether or not materiality matters; rather, it is “whether materiality merely mediates human activities
— as in human-centred theories — or is constitutive of practice, as in post—human practice theories.
(Gherardi, 2017, pp. 38-39). The opportunity that such a re-turn to practice theory offers to food
studies is then to move beyond problematic dualisms (Schatzki, 2001) between voluntarism and
determinism, agency and structure, and, not lastly, the dualism between the social and the material,
the human and the nonhuman. The latter, in fact, may be overcome drawing on the concept of
sociomateriality (Orlikowski, 2007; Gherardi, 2017).

While a humanist approach to practice assumes the centrality of humans as sites of embod-
ied understandings and then proceeds to analysis of humans and their practices, a posthu-
manist approach instead interrogates how all the elements within a practice hold together
and acquire agency in being entangled. In the latter case, “sociomateriality” may be consid-
ered an attribute of any practice, and “sociomaterial” an adjective that stresses how a practice
is constituted by matter and culture (Gherardi, 2017, pp. 49-50).

Sociomateriality, for example, becomes a relevant attribute in food social practices if we look at how
foodstuft is mobilised through the agro-food network to end up in a consumer’s body (Goodman, 2001;
Roe, 2006). In fact, “the term ‘food’ is used to convey the ‘thing’ caught up in the process of being
eaten by a consumer. Foodstuff is what this material is before it becomes engaged in the actual process
of eating.” (Roe, 2006, p. 112). Instead of examining the status of a subject who consume or embody any
food (Lupton, 1996; Baumann et al., 2017), the sociomaterial attribute of food consumption practices
deals with the intimate material connections between “bodies that eat” and the “bodies that are eaten”
(Roe, 2006). For example, understanding the eating of a potato as a practice arising out of a material
relationship formed between the nonhuman potato and the embodied human consumer “offers the po-
tential to attend seriously to the ‘continuities and discontinuities’ [...] in consumption practices” (2006,
p- 117). This is exactly what it means looking not much at the patterns and regularities of human choice
and rather exploring the particular practical arrangements emerging through consumption activity.

Of course, different approaches like new materialism (Kissman & van Loon, 2019) or Science and
Technology Studies (Latour, 2005) especially in the light of affordance theory (Hutchby, 2001) have
already focused on material entities as “resources that enable and constrain characteristics of a practice”
(Jacobsen & Hansen, 2019, p. 6). However, such accounts, although explicitly focusing on the materials
of practice, they seem to crucially underestimate the sociologically critical question of symbolic power,
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without which “it becomes difficult to understand why people engage in different practices and why
people perform differently within the same practice.” (Jacobsen & Hansen, 2019, p. 9).

Thus, the concept of habitus (Bourdieu, 1998) becomes here particularly apt to solve such an issue,
especially when considered as the principle of action only — and exclusively — when it is activated by ob-
jective possibilities. As stated by Bourdieu, after all, habitus works only within the dialectic relationship
between two states of the social: between history in (human) bodies and history in (non-human) things,
or, more precisely, between “the history objectified in the form of structure [...] and the history incar-
nated in the form of habitus, a complicity which is the basis of the quasi-magical participation between
these two realizations of history” (Bourdieu, 1998, pp. 150-151).

This case, could be interpreted in the sense of the proposition of Gilbert Ryle, quoted by Bourdieu,
according to which:

[...] just as we should not say that a window broke because a stone hit it, but that it broke
because it was breakable, one should not say that a historical event determined a behaviour
but that it had this determining effect because a habitus capable of being affected by that
event conferred that power upon it (1998, p. 149).

However, in order to take seriously and thoroughly Bourdieu’ intuition of the encounter of two
stories, the second part need to be articulated more than usual Bourdieusian account seem to do (Do-
maneschi, 2018a). That is, we need to investigate arrangements generated by the encounter between
the social history embodied in one body (systems of dispositions) and the social history fixed in places
and objects (systems of material entities) (Jacobsen & Hansen, 2019). The practical outcome is thus pro-
duced by the encounter between a specific set of material elements and a set of habituses that could be
invested — in different degrees — from such a new combination of objects.

Finally, the dynamic distribution of agency between different human and non-human elements —
or, what is likely the same, the cultural classification that separate the two states of the social (Maller &
Strengers, 2019) — becomes the main focus of the empirical analysis.

4 When Things Become Food: The Practice of Cooking

I will deal now with the cooking practice of manipulation and transformation of food inside restaurant
kitchens, in order to show how different elements — both human and non-human — interweave and
work together making up a particular version of “regional cuisine,” understood as an ongoing sociomate-
rial accomplishment.

The practice of cooking has been in fact a relevant object of investigation by practice scholars, some-
times focusing on the role of time on domestic practices (Hand & Shove, 2004; Plessz & Etile, 2018) or
particularly exploring the use of visual methodologies (Willis et al., 2015; Martens & Scott, 2016; Torkkeli
et al., 2018). Others have concentrated on professional cooking practices (Domaneschi, 2012; Stierand,
2014; Nelson et al., 2017).

In order to show the prospect of a sociomaterial approach to professional cooking practice, I now
discuss some findings from an ethnography I carried out (Domaneschi, 2018b). I have selected a popula-
tion of commercial cooks within an Italian regional context and, in particular, the city of Genoa, which
is an urban centre situated in the North-West of Italy. Drawing on Fine’s ethnography of restaurant
cooks (1996), focusing on “second tier” commercial cooks inside a particular urban area allows me to in-
vestigate how they build common agreements on the concept of “good food” and its relationship with
regional cuisine. For that reason, the ethnographic research presented is the result of several observations
and interviews sessions on the Genoese area during the last ten years. I spent time in 14 Genoese restau-
rants located between the city, the coast and the hinterland and interviewed cooks and other parts of the
kitchen staff. Ilooked for differentiation in the biographical trajectories of the commercial cooks as well
as in the plurality of economic and organizational environments, in order to have a range of situations
able to respect the plurality of the urban context.

During my field inside diverse kitchens, I could attend to quite a bunch of unforeseen events, mostly
in the evening, when the place was almost full, especially due to particular customer requests, or to faults
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in some kitchen technology or even to errors by waiters. In all of these circumstances — less rare than
one might think — a particular work of “adjustment” was required to correct the unexpected.

LEvening. F. allowed me to stay in the kitchen during the service, to observe her and her sous
chef. At mid-service, a table command arrives asking for a plate with more than half of the
ingredients to be replaced, most of which I had never even heard. After a look between her
and the waiter, F. confirms that almost all the ingredients are missing. F. and his sous chef
look at each other and without even say a word immediately begin to prepare the dish, while
F. says to communicate to the customer that everything is fine. From that moment, the two
cooks move quickly and coordinated, each carrying a piece of the preparation, until the plate
is closed and released. BeforeI can ask them anything, F. tells me: ”Can you guess how many
times it happens? When I saw J. [the waiter] with the command, I already understood [...]
having to improvise for these here [ the customers] is regular [ ...] we just made a soup thatis
better than he asked, but he will not even sense the difference (field note, restaurateur chef
6, female, seaside).

At first glance, then, such a practical “improvisation” could easily be interpreted as a feature of the
chef habitus (Gomez, 2003), that is a body technique coming from a long process of embodiment.*
Similarly to the case of the boxer (Wacquant, 2004), also for the cooks a sort of “practical anticipation”
is here activated on the background of the tradition embodied by the cook. As she belongs to a particular
food social space, therefore, “regulated improvisations” become possible.

However, what it is less evident in the previous account, yet crucial for the accomplishment of the
task at the stake — that is cooking a requested recipe without the required ingredients — it is the role
of the soup, meaning its agency. Only the particular attuning between the embodied skill played by
the cook and the affordance guaranteed by the ingredients allows to come to terms with the customer
request.

From the point of view of a practice based-approach, it is just such a specific arrangement of elements
in the same activity which becomes the research focus. Relevant questions become, then, how such an
organization of practice become possible? How does it work and with what effects? How is it recurrently
performed?

For example, the very same practice of improvisation, could be performed in a slightly different way,
when it is experienced as a joyful dimension that constitutes an integral and almost habitual part of the
creation of the menu, often explicitly linked to the musical idea to synthesize the whole creative process:

[...] the various [...] ingredients are like musical instruments and the various cooking tech-
niques are [...] well... let’s say, the notes are the ingredients, the cooking techniques are the
instruments, and then your knowledge is the skills of the musician [...] and at some point
you learn how to reproduce as all composers do [...] [[...]] who are trying to reproduce a
piece and do it well [...] and this is the basis [...] but then the best part comes when you start
to improvise[...] and something is good, something is bad, you do experiment [...] and you
keep learning[...] [[...]] I promise... for me the kitchen must be a game [...] and when you
have good products that are like beautiful colors [...] then have fun and something good
definitely comes out [...] (interview, cook restaurateur 2, male, city center).

These two extracts, thus, while dealing with the practice of professional cooking as a form of impro-
visation, they bring to light two different performances of the same practice. The point here is that such
an improvisation, at least in the case of cooking, is a form of practical anticipation not just since it is al-
ready written in the body of the cook in the form of habitus yet only zogether with the affordance of the
raw materials. Instead of seeking 4 priori relationships among self-contained entities — either the sub-
ject’s body or the materiality of ingredients, “bodies who eat” and “bodies who are eaten” — relations
exist in and through enactment. They are in fact located in action and performed in practice (Schatzki,
2001).

4. Yet, some other scholars might focus, for example, on the boundary work which separate chefs from customers (Hendley,
2016).
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Two different examples may bring some light to this point. The first concerns the question of “pre-
hension”, meaning the technique of grasping something, which indicates those movements that the
body act in advance of sensory data, like when we grasp a glass and the hand will assume a rounded
shape, before it actually touches the surface (Sennett, 2008, p. 151). Again, it looks like an essential exam-
ple of practical anticipation.

Lunch. S. is showing to his sous chef how to serve an anchovy pie with steamed vegetables.
I watch her while, with only one had, she arranges the pie slices on the plate using a silicone
spatula, until forming a vertical composition, while, at the same time, with the other hand
she garnishes it with a sauce and finally adding some aromatic plants as decoration. She
performs the two gestures at different speeds but always with methodical precision. When
his sous chef tries to repeat these gestures he fails several times. S. shows him the sequence
again and says to him: “See? It depends on how you grasp the spatula, you have to be light
to be quick [...]” and then she adds smiling “look... these vegetables can feel you [...] they
are not made of plastic[...] ok?... they are still alive [...] they can feel it as you pick them up
[...] and you have to listen to them [...] and feel them in return... understand?” (field note,
restaurateur cook 4, female, riviera).

Still, it would sound straightforward to find an elementary case of body technique and then to rely
on embodiment as the main source of explanation. Though, at least a second element is taking part
within the action described, that is the vegetables who are, according to the chef, in fact alive and they
contribute to orient the practice together with the human body. In other words, the previous field note
shows how different habituses could be able to interact differently with the same material entities of
practice, not only because of different embodied skills but also because of their relation with the specific
affordance of materials. Actually, it is the vegetables that lead the practice, becoming not by chance an
almost incarnated social agent, to be listened to — both kinaesthetically and emotionally — and to be
cognitively understood, while the chef body requires the ability to submit as much as possible to the
characteristics of the object, to pull out as much as possible from the object itself.

Ethnographic observation helps here to better explain the particular relationship between the cook’s
embodied competences and the material equipment inside the kitchen. Of course, the relationship with
the material dimension is not at all something peculiar to the cooks belonging to the Italian gastronomic
field.S However, within the professional cooks I studied there can be found a specific practical orienta-
tion towards the technical apparatus of food processing.

Evening. I am in the kitchen together with chef R. and his sous chef A, right after the end
of the service. We are drinking wine and, we chatin relax. As we speak, I take a siphon in my
hand and begin to play with it, watching it from different angles. R. looks at me then turns
to A. and says: “I hate that crap [...] every time I have to use it [...] it’s stronger than me
[...] itbothers me [...].” I smile and wait to hear A.’s answer. He looks first at R., then looks
back at me and at the end he says: “I do notlike it either, look [...] doping food it’s definitely
not my idea of cooking, whether with air or anything [...] It’s like cheating]...] you know
[...] butif you think about it, it’s the same thing with fire or water [...] in the end we have to
make something with these ingredients [...] Imean[...] at the end of the day... you only have
to be able to control these elements... [...] that’s basically cooking, right? [...] to control the
elements that transform foodstuff [...] to transform them [...] but without making them
lose their identity [...] that’s it[...]” (field note, chef-restaurateur 7, male, hinterland).

This relation between human control over non-human technology and its effects on the raw ma-
terials concerns the combination between the ergonomic peculiarities of the tool and the competence
embodied in the cook. Such a particular arrangement allows to multiply the perceived quality of food:
acquiring this self-control, in fact, is interpreted in the sense of decreasing rather than increasing the
human pressure exerted by the instrument over the foodstuff, keeping intact its specific non-human

S. A similar logic, for example, is at the base of classical French gastronomy, in which the division into separate areas of
cooking is associated with the different knives necessary for that specific activity (Wilson, zo12).
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qualities, and then multiplying — through a skilled handicraft artifice — the perception of naturalness
of the raw material.

Again, it becomes clear the relationship through which different habituses could be able to inter-
act with different material entities within the practice. To demonstrate the specificity of such a practi-
cal knowledge, not by chance, Bourdieu appropriates Heidegger’s famous example of practical dealings
with a hammer. The agent’s relation to the world is “a relation of knowledge: the habitus suited to the
hammer [...] is the one that is capable of hammering; the habitus is what responds appropriately to the
solicitations of a social object.” (2015, p. 243). Such a bodily bexis, in Bourdieu’s words (1998) is often
the result of a sort of addiction to the instrument, that is the outcome of indulging in the aims that are
inscribed in the device as a tacit instruction for use; ultimately, it is the result of having been used, if not
exploited, by the instrument.

Likewise, all the references I listened from the cooks I interviewed and observed in terms of “respect”
of the raw materials, the need for a “gentle” cooking technique or “delicate” cuts and, above all, the
construction of practical techniques such as the releasing knife, account for a particular structuring of
the elements of the practice that aims to reinforce this type of “artificiality” capable of producing its
opposite: namely, “natural” ingredients.

Another example, in this line, concerns the role of “callus”, understood as “localized tactility” and
capable of an “intelligent” competence in the assessment of materiality (Sennett, 2008). While the thick-
ening of the skin at one single point of the hand is supposed to make the skin numb and working as a
disadvantage in the practical activity, we know that in fact the opposite is true: protecting the nerve
endings of the hand, the callus makes the act of examining less hesitant. As Sennett eloquently proves
by illustrating the case of medieval goldsmiths, “the callus performs by the hand the same function per-
formed by the zoom for the photo camera” (2008, p. 151).

Often, I could observe chefs, both at the time of choosing the raw materials and at the time of the tast-
ing phase during the preparations, use this embodied zoom in order to feel and interpret the affordance

of foodstuff.

LEvening. We are halfway through the service. An order comes in the kitchen from the table
of what the water calls the “gastronomic critics.” M. smiles, puts a pan on the fires and he
starts to select artichokes and mushrooms. While holding the artichokes in his hands, still
to be cleaned, it seems that he makes a strange massage to them, at the end of which some
are selected and others are put back into place. At the end of that operation, I ask him the
meaning of that operation and if he does not hurt himself with the thorns of the artichokes.
M. smiles, turns the palm of my hand towards me, shows me the calluses on the lower part
of the palm and on the fingertips and tells me: ”See these? They are my secret weapon
[...] [smiling] with these I can touch hot objects, crush the thorns, actually they are kind of
my super powers [...] in fact it’s only thanks to them that I can feel if the artichokes are as
they are supposed to be, I mean... if the consistency is beautifully firm, if the tips are well
closed, and if the stem is long and turgid with dark leaves [...] with these super powers in
my hands... [ can actually listen to what the ingredients bave to say (field note, restaurateur
cook 8, bad, city centre).

Finally, this symbolic power of recognizing what is and what is not “quality food” is inscribed in
the bodies of the social agents and in their judgment schemes, as much as it is inscribed in the tools
and materials that contribute to make this practice, which provides, in turn, the potential triggers for
different components of the habitus. In short, this symbolic power is a property of the practice itself
(Watson, 2017).

What we use to label “Italian regional cuisine”, accordingly, is the ongoing practical accomplish-
ment generated by these arrangements of organized elements (Byrkjeflot et al., 2013). Particularly, in
the analysis presented here about the sociomaterial organization within a specific cooking practice, it is
the arrangement of the social location taken by some subjects (professional cooks of a contemporary
Italian urban context) towards a whole series of foodstuff and technologies (raw materials related to the
territory in which they operate, culinary tools and procedures derived from family experience).
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5 Conclusions: From Embodiment to Entanglement

Since the far-seeing paper by Murcott (1982) about the relevance of a cultural analysis of food, a con-
siderable body of work has developed in what is now known in English as “food studies” (Abala, 2013).
Yet, what Murcott indicated back then seems to be still on nowadays. In fact, the sociologist highlighted
how “elaboration of the cultural significance of food and eating focuses on social values, meanings and
beliefs rather than on dietary requirements and nutritional values” (Murcott, 1982, p. 203). Besides, she
suggested that such an approach “starts by appreciating that peoples’ food choice is neither random nor
haphazard, but exhibits patterns and regularities” (Murcott, 1982, p. 203). Remarkably, this separation
between social values, meaning and beliefs, on the one side, and dietary requirement and nutritional
values, on the other side, persists quite strongly in the present literature (Murcott, 2019; Neswald et
al., 2017). As it is for the second claim about the definition of social order gua a set of “patterns and
regularities”.

On this basis, the practice-based approach I have tried to illustrate here, aims exactly to break with
these two presuppositions: it is set on a conception of order gua arrangements of elements instead of
regularities (Schatzki et al., 2001), and it is equipped to overcome the dualism between the social (values
and meanings) and the material (foodstuff and technology) (Warnier, 200r1).

According to the sociomaterial approach I tried to illustrate, there is the need to stress the empirical
and theoretical relevance of the material element and its ability to actively contribute to the assemblage
of a social practice and not only as a mere complement awaiting a social agent who can givelife to it. Such
a claim means that the social practice, once seen as the ordering of the relationship between the subject
and the object, it becomes the unit of analysis (Hui et al., 2017). A promising theoretical path in order
to follow this view, could be taking seriously the Bourdieusian intuition about the encounter between
the social history embodied in one human body and the social history objectified into things (Bourdieu,
1998). Thus, for example, in order to call in question how things become food (Roe, 2006) during the
cooking practice, one should not ask what body techniques make a tool or a raw material more or less
“alive”. Yet, the issue becomes what practice emerges from the active integration between the particular
affordance given by a set of ingredients and a particular set of habituses available in that occasion.

This is a crucial point. In fact, rather than relying on substances of various kinds (ingredients, knife,
chef identities, etc.) as fundamental participants of any activity, where relationships only supplement
or modify them, a sociomaterial approach to food practice should establish its work in the understand-
ing that the food social space is constituted by relations. Qualities, values and meanings do not belong
to something inherent or “inside” a substance but instead depend on how, when and where they are
related to each other’. Here, in fact, we specifically make a turn to practice. Instead of seeking a priori
relationships among self-contained entities, we regard relations as existing in and through enactment.
They are organized and performed in practice (Schatzki et al., 2001).

This does not mean, as has been suggested, that the world is made anew moment-by-
moment through some process of extreme emergence but rather that structure is enacted
through recurrent practices and stability is an ongoing accomplishment. [...] Practices
always have the potential to perform something different. [...] In other words, reality is the
entanglement of matter and meaning produced iz practice within specific phenomena. [...]
Entanglement calls into question the idea of pre-existing categories such as “subject” and
“object”, “human” and “nonhuman”, and “matter” and “meaning”, seeing these instead as
enacted in practice. (Scott & Orlikowski, 2014, pp. 881-882)

Hence, a sociomaterial approach to food practice invites to move from embodiment to dynamic
entanglements of humans and non-humans (Maller & Strengers, 2019) as different way to investigate
the production of social order within food social space (Poulain, 200s). In fact, this opens up the issue
of the boundary work, challenging traditional classification of what is considered as material and what
is categorized as human body, or, which is the same, the issue of symbolic power (Bourdieu, 1998).

That is why I tried to illustrate the potentiality of a combination between the concepts of habitus
— as a detachable capsule from Bourdieu’s theory, for the purposes of a dispositional theory of action
(Wacquant, 2014) — and the more recent practice-based approaches (Hui et al., 2017) as a path to under-
stand how human and non-human elements begin to take each an active partin the “distributed agency”
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of every social practice. On the one hand, acknowledging the role of materiality on the work of habitus
would allow to investigate “the contradictions, the failures, the sudden and abrupt reorganizations of
given subjectivieties-cum-materiality” (Warnier, 2001, pp. 21-22). On the other hand, investigating such
dynamic relationships permits to “challenge traditional classification of ‘materials’, ‘objects’ or ‘material
arrangements’ in theories of social practice” (Maller & Strengers, 2019, p. 5). In fact, while in most prax-
eological approach the ‘carriers’ of practices remain unquestionably human (Shove et al., 2012), I tried
to show how such symbolic power could shifts dynamically from human bodies who eat to non-human
bodies that are eaten.
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Abstract

The present contribution uses the theoretical framework of theories of practice to examine expert
wine tasting. This paper highlights a number of sociologically interesting issues that have been pre-
viously conceptualised in the literature, trying to enlighten aspects not clearly showed by other the-
oretical approaches. After providing a summary and analysing the main themes touched upon by
sociology when dealing with the issue of tasting, the central focus of the article will be on a “practice-
oriented” analysis based on data collected during empirical research, in progress since 2013, concerning
the production, distribution and commercial aspects of the wine field in Italy. The approach followed
is considered an enactive ethnography. In addition, the practice theories approach will be integrated
with the dispositional approach, along with the theory of social fields, in order to clarify some points
that would be less clear through practice theories alone.

Keywords: Wine; Practice Theories; Bourdieu; Enactive Ethnography; Wine Tasting.

1 Introduction

Wine tasting is an activity that has been understood from various points of view by the social sciences.
In this introduction, outlined are some of the main approaches to this issue before looking through the
lens of practice theories (Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki, 2002; Shove, Pantzar, & Watson, 2012; Hui, Schatzki,
& Shove, 2017), which are sometimes integrated with Bourdieu’s dispositional approach and field theory
(Bourdieu, 1992 & 1997; Wacquant, 2015), and understood in the context of empirical research.

A first line of studies in which wine tasting is analysed is that linked to the social production of
legitimate taste, social stratification and its function of identity. The moment of tasting a wine as a
lover/connoisseur is present in studies like that of Kendall (2008) in elite clubs or Sherman (2011) on
taste work in lifestyle management. As Schwarz (2013) states:
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[The] mastery of tasting techniques often serves as a basis for exclusion just as the mastery
of good taste does. In certain contexts, people who know how to drink wine and are able
to judge and discuss wine may gain different privileges. (p. 423)

For example, in his research on the elite business selection and recruitment processes in France and
Germany, Hartmann (2000) shows how mastering the knowledge of wines and how to taste them signals
a syntonic habit with the recruiters themselves. Additionally, Howland (2013) reviewed how fine wine
connoisseurship became cultural and symbolic capital, denoting an elite status (or, nowadays, a means
of middle-class distinction).” In any case, however, attention in this kind of study is directed to what has
been carried out thanks to wine tasting, and not to wine tasting itself.

A second strand enters more into the specificity of wine cultures, analysing how the various tasting
situations serve to highlight internal classifications. The latter refers to the prestige of the producing
companies or the placement of drinkers within the hierarchy traced by the continuous boundary work
(Lamont & Molnar, 2002) implemented by producers, sommeliers and drinkers themselves. Thus, it is
possible, as exemplified by Jamerson (2009), to focus on the symbolic boundaries produced by the Napa
Valley wineries during guided tastings. These symbolic boundaries are aimed at building or strengthen-
ing divisions, like those between commercial and elite wines or between status seekers and real connois-
seurs and lovers of rare wines.

Many observers have concentrated on the linguistic and semiotic facets of tasting:

The spread of the semiotic means provided to the consumer for engaging with things
brought close to and especially into the human body, the very senses and naturalised
aesthetic sensibility of which are mobilised to and in acts of judgment. In such judgment,
language is central, in the form of what I term an aggressively cultivated register effect
(Silverstein, 2016, p. 186).

For instance, Lehrer (2009) wrote about the differences between scientific and non-scientific uses
of wine talk, Silverstein (2004) about “oinoglossia”, and in the Italian debate, Navarini (2015 & 2016)
delineates the limits of language when moving from the tasting experience.

Stemming from wide research on tasting practices (not only those related to wine), Hennion (2007)
and Hennion and Teil (2004) offered a satisfactory outline of wine tasting within a pragmatic framework
but without going into detail about what really happens when people have different habitus, positions
in the wine field or those faced with various tasting situations during a wine tasting. In a very schematic
way, they examined the moment of expert wine tasting, as it would always coincide with blind tasting
or a high reflexivity activity. However, it is not the case that wine tasting coincides with a high reflexive
activity.

2 Framework and Methodology

If those illustrated previously are some of the main junctures addressed by the literature on wine tasting,
I believe that a practice-oriented approach can shed light on many aspects that have been given little or
no consideration.

More than based on the — to me — hyper-synthetic version of practice theory sketched by Shove,
Pantzar, & Watson (2012), which groups the elements of the practice under the categories of “materials”,
“competence” and “meaning”, herein, we will employ a combination of this method with the more ar-
ticulated theory of Reckwitz (2002, p. 249), according to which “a ‘practice’ (Praktik) is a routinised
type of behaviour which consists of several elements that are interconnected with one another: forms of
bodily activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things” and their use, a background knowledge in the form
of understanding, know-how, states of emotion and motivational knowledge.” This will be added to
by intuitions by Schatzki (2002), who underlines the importance of space in structuring social practices.
This is not the space for a detailed analysis of the differences between the variants within the theories
of practices, but, briefly, the prior choice is dictated by the idea that too much compression of different

1. About this issue, see also Overton & Warwick (2013) and Demossier (2004,).
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elements into a single category — be it “materials”, “competences” or “meanings”, as Shove, Pantzar, &
Watson (2012) illustrate — creates difficulties in understanding social phenomena. An example among
all, drawing upon the issue discussed in this article: if someone considers the body, objects and infras-
tructures under the single category of “materials”, in the analysis of a practice like wine tasting, he is
actually making a superimposition of entities that have memory, like the body, on to others, such as
glasses, which have no memory.

For the sake of this article, we will consider the following “elements” of practice, developing for each
of them a brief discussion about their role on expert wine tasting by matching the concepts with data
collected: 1) bodily activities; 2) mental activities; 3) materials; 4) spaces; 5) background knowledge and
know-how; 6) emotions and motivational knowledge; and 7) language and meanings.

It is necessary to specify which wine tasting practice I will refer to: the area taken into account is
above all what I define as expert tasting, that is, the tasting that has potential field effects (Bourdieu,
1992) for the people who participate or for the contexts in which it is held. I have chosen not to dis-
cuss professional tasting because certain wine enthusiasts, owing to their personal contiguity with the
producers and experience as tasters, are able to exercise field effects (e.g., commenting on a wine in a
WhatsApp chat with the producers themselves, talking about it on Facebook, writing for a non-profit
blog) while not being professionally involved in any manner within the wine world.

The empirical approach I followed was that of an enactive ethnography (Wacquant, 2015), or a

long-term, intensive, even initiatory, form of ethnographic involvement liable to allow the
investigator to master in the first person, intus et in cute, the pre-discursive schemata that
make up the competent, diligent, and appetent member of the universe under examination.
[...] The methodological stipulation here is to dive into the stream of action to the greatest
possible depth, rather than watch it from the bank; but to dive and swim along with method
and purpose, and not with reckless abandon that would cause us to drown in the bottomless
whirlpool of subjectivism.” (Wacquant, 2015, pp. 4-5)

Itis important to assume roles within the field or phenomenon that we study in order to not remain
purely in the position of spectator. In so doing, the researcher submits him/herself to the constraints
and forces in place in the field, understanding better its dynamics (Wacquant, 2014). The first act, as in
the case for other colleagues who have studied the world of wine, was to complete a path that already
started when I was very young and worked in a wine bar, and then was suspended from a sommelier as-
sociation;” secondly, to start writing for a blog (later a real portal) of food and wine critics, thus building
relationships within the world of wine, while I participated assiduously in fairs and tastings.

However, the turning point came in 2014, when my friends that own a small wine distribution com-
pany asked me to be a selector and buyer, look for small craft producers and pay attention both to the
quality of wines and the stories of producers, hence bringing together my expertise in the wine sector
and sociology. This allowed me a glimpse into the various phenomena that interested me, from pro-
ductive practices to commercial ones, and not least to the world of professional tasting, including the
experience, thanks to a chain of relationships, of participating in the 2016 tasting panel for the Marche
region of the most important Italian guide in the sector, Gambero Rosso.

The analysis provided is based on 73 in-depth interviews with wine producers, eight with importers
and distributors, 14 with wine promoters, 12 with journalists and bloggers, and hundreds of visits to
wineries and small producers, as well as ethnographies conducted during wine fairs in Italy, including
Vinitaly, Villa Favorita-VinNatur, Cerea-ViniVeri, Sorgente del Vino, Mercato Fivi, Vini di Vignaioli,
Naturale, Io Bevo Cosl, Vinissage, and others. I attended the same fairs every year since 2013, numbering
usually between ten and twenty per year, including the new fairs that arose each year. Moreover, within
this context, I also took into account some moments in which the practice of tasting was carried outin a
day meal between friends, if some of them existed in the condition described before, that is, people who
can have a field effect in the wine field. One last remark about the use of empirical material: because
of the pervasive nature of some sentences or behaviours during wine tasting practice, in some passages,
I will regroup, under a generic sentence or observed behaviour, literally hundreds of similar phrases or

2. Theassociation was the AIS (Associazione Italiana Sommelier).
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ways of acting so that it will not be possible to know the specific context in which these events happened.
The point is to comprehend the constitutive status of these words and actions for the practice analysed

in the paper.

3 The Elements of Wine Tasting Practice

3.1 Bodily Activities and Wine Tasting

A crucial feature of practice theories is looking at the body as a central element of social life (Ginev,
2019; Wallenborn, 2013). If we study the practices surrounding tasting wine, we immediately face several
bodily activities: first of all, the more obvious, such as the gestures of tasting or turning glasses — an
activity that novices do not find so easy and that experts embody to the point of automatically turning
a glass no matter what is inside, even water — looking at the colour, smelling the scents, spreading wine
all over the mouth, spitting in a spittoon (another bodily activity that readily allows the identification
of novices who manage with some effort the correct spitting technique, sometimes having embarrassing
episodes),’ or people outside the enoic field who used to attend wine fairs in order to drink and not to
taste.

However, gestures of tasting are not the only bodily activities involved in the process. First, tasting
sometimes more than one hundred different wines requires a conditioning in order to accustom the
body to that amount of alcohol (even while spitting, an entire day spent tasting wine can be very tiring).
Itis also necessary to accustom the mouth and palate to distinguish between the flavours and sensations
when they are fatigued.* Second, the body is implied in several other activities, like standing, queuing
and facing the producers’ stands during a wine fair,* or moving in the cellar while paying attention to
oenological machines like pumps and filters, or actually engaging in some bodily performance, such as
climbing up the big barrels or vats to taste directly with a pipe or tapping the wine from the tap.

3.2 Mental Activities and Wine Tasting

According Reckwitz, it is important to understand social practices as they relate to mental activities.
Wine tasting involves several of these: First of all, the most iconic mental activity — often demonstrated
in parody — is recognising and identifying (e.g., flavours, scents, vintages, producers, defects) and at-
tempting to “transform ‘soft’ subjective judgments into ‘hard’ objective descriptions and evaluations”
(Shapin, 2016, p. 436; see also Phillips, 2016). Secondly, and clearly related to the previous activity, there
is a massive performance of classification that anyone can learn during every tasting session, no matter
how concrete the tasting situation in which it happens. This is why I simply report the statements —
to illustrate that classification is occurring without making reference to a specific context. Classification
happens when someone says, “if it was a premier cru, it would be excellent, but I was expecting more
from a grand cru” or “this white wine can hardly be Italian, there’s too much acidity” or “this producer
is a traditionalist; the other is a modernist” or “this is a natural wine.” A third mental activity that often
emerges during a wine tasting is comparing. For instance, during the tasting sessions I have conducted
for Gambero Rosso, it was clear that the appreciation of a wine and its marks were linked to its contex-
tualisation within the same DOC, vintage and style. Alternatively, during a selection as a buyer, you
simply do not look for “the best wine,” but for the wine that is better than others of the same type. As
Silverstein (2016) notes:

3. Fieldnote, s April 2014, Villa Favorita: “This morning I have had access to the exclusive tasting room for importers, separated
from the main rooms where the fair is deploying. The difference between the bodily skills of the tasters in the two spaces is
striking: no one here risks splashing the others while spitting in the spittoons, as bappened before with an enthusiastic girl —
who was, I suppose, a little bit drunk — who left my white shirt with two spots. Everyone is mannerly bere, tasting almost in
silence.”

4. Navarini (2015) writes about the “thin border line” represented by tasting over 100 wines.

s.  Fieldnote, 22 March 2016, Grands Jours de Bourgogne: “Today, the room is too crowded, especially by the newly rich from
the wine, the Chinese importers, who think that their economic power gives them the right to shove in order to taste first. It’s
50 hard ro focus in these conditions.”
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This wine — say, a red one now being tasted — can be comparatively described in relation
to others of its point of origin (vineyard, producer, region, etc.) in different years of produc-
tion; it can be compared to other named wines of its locale; compared to other red wines
with its predominant (or exclusive) grape type, no matter the locale of origin; compared to
other red wines of other grape types; and so on. (pp. 189-190)

It is very important here to underscore that these activities are “mental” but embodied as a routine,
and as a competence demanded by the field, and they could also be part of a habitus developed outside
the field.® As Bourdieu (1997) explained while writing about the scholastic disposition, the analytical
and reflexive posture is socially constructed, embodied and embedded in trivial routines.

3.3 The Materials of Wine Tasting

Like any other social practice, tasting wine has its foundations in many “things”: having a resource-based
role, a device-centric role and an infrastructural role (Shove, 2017). To refrigerate a white wine during a
wine tasting (a fair, a competition, a tasting panel or even a meal), for instance, one requires an electric
power network (infrastructure) and electricity (resource), while to maintain the temperature, a wine
cooler with ice might be necessary. A wine tasting is full of device-centric things: special glasses (no one,
in a tasting situation, gives you a wine in a glass without a stem, unless it is specially designed for it),
spittoons, barrels, vats, bottles of different shapes, corkscrews, decanters, stoppers, drips, technologies
like Coravin or Enomatic, glacettes, tinfoil or other features to cover the bottles for a blind tasting, block
notes to fix descriptions or marks, notebooks, laptops, and smartphones and tablets to take pictures or
notes. Lastbutnotleast, the wine itselfis a fundamental object in wine tasting. Hennion and Teil (2004)
write that the object, wine, does not contain its effects (its taste). They are constructed by the means
through which wine lovers learn to appreciate them. Nonetheless, when — as it happens also in avant-
garde art, for example — a “new” object like a natural wine without sulphites (or a Barolo in barrique,
in other times) appears on the market, the tasting practice changes because the discursive dispositives
applied until the moment before are no longer suitable in a certain respect (think, for instance, about all
the visual analysis taking place when facing a very long macerated wine that assumes orange colour but
is a white wine). Wine is made by “things” like tannins, sulphites and acids, and those things stand “in
front” of the wine taster and react to his/her approach and tasting habits:

You know, I’'m no more accustomed to the amount of sulphites that you can find in conven-
tional wines, so, when I’'m forced to taste them, I admit that I try to spit them faster than
the natural wines. (Interview 22)

3.4 Space and Wine Tasting

Following Schatzki (2002), spatial relations are a crucial element of the social order in which social prac-
tices have life. There are many sites in which wine tastings happen; they are very different and can change
the practice itself. It is possible to taste at home, in a restaurant/wine bar, in a tasting room tailored for
the practice, in a cellar (wide or small, with the related “things” to pay attention to) and at wine fairs (in-
door or outdoor, with the related climatic conditions) with many people around or alone while standing
in front of the producer. It is also possible to engage in the practice at the office of a wine guide, a con-
sortium or association. As a result, it is possible to taste alone or in group, sitting, standing, in silence or
talking, with background music or with a voice making announcements from loudspeakers.

3.5 Background Knowledge and Know-How in Wine Tasting

As Recktwitz (2002) says, two other important elements of a social practice are “a background knowl-
edge in the form of understanding” and “know-how” (p. 249), or, in Schatzki’s (2002) terms, general

6. Aperson who worked as a wine journalist, wine tasting teacher and wine seller told me, “I"ve always been a little bit obsessive
with my passions and objects of study. When I discovered wine, it was like a fairground, with all these categories to memorise
and recognise” (Interview 4).
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understanding, practical understanding and rules. Expert wine tasting requires at least a minimum of
technical knowledge about winemaking processes, such as fermentation(s), maceration, disgorgement,
etc., and a minimum of technical knowledge regarding the components of wine, like alcohol, acidity,
tannins, sugar and so on. In this way, these aspects can be tracked during the tasting process. This also
requires a minimum knowledge of wine language in order to understand what the producer means when
he or she says that a certain wine is “smooth”, “lively” or “easy to drink” and so on. However, practical
understanding and know-how requires knowledge about why people spit wine instead of drink it: not
blaming people for making strange noises with the mouth for the purpose of better spreading the wine
over the palate which are the correct tasting routines if one has to taste different kinds of wines — i.e.,
sparkling wines first, than whites, than reds, or, following the burgundy school, reds first because they
are more tannic, and so on.” Moreover, tasters have to learn how to act in front of a producer during a
fair (facing a stand, saying “do you have any white wine?” or “any bubble?” does not give the impression
of being a “practitioner” unless the sentence is preceded by something such as “I'am on white wine this
morning, than I will come back later for the other wines”).

As an interviewee revealed to me, if someone is not an actual practitioner, the lack of background
knowledge is clear in the eye of practitioners:

You know, I can’t stand those open events in which you can clearly distinguish a professional
taster and most of all those who are involved in wine business, from wine lovers, or worst,
simple drinkers. It’s a question of how people speak, how they act with the glass or how
they interact with me, I could even bet on who is who... (Interview 52, wine producer)

3.6 Emotions and Motivational Knowledge in Wine Tasting

Both Reckwitz (2002) and Schatzki (2002) note the importance of emotions and motivational knowl-
edge, or the teleoaffective structure of social practices. This is a very important point for the under-
standing of expert wine tasting, and — as I will further explore subsequently — one of the key issues in
Bourdieu’s social fields theory.

Emotion is the main ingredient of the wine world because of the involvement of wine in the affective
life, resulting in the relationships between drinking and group belonging, family connections and the
sentimental sphere (see Mora & Moscarola, 2010; Groves, Charters, & Reynolds, 2000), and so during a
wine tasting, it is frequent that one hears sentences like “this wine is emotional” or “I’'m so excited, this is
my first bottle of X,” etc. Furthermore, tasters face a cognitive bias when drinking a famous high-priced
wine if they know this information beforehand. Siegrist and Cousin (2009) as well as Willer, Kuwabara
and Macy, (2009) have shown that during a public wine tasting, there is a pressure to conform, which
can lead some to even prefer a wine with added vinegar. Nonetheless, during a wine tasting, there are
other emotional elements we have to consider besides the cognitive aspects, which are only attributes of
practitioners and their position in the wine field. For one, what happens during a wine tasting depends
on the symbolic capital of tasters, producers and wines, as I can illustrate with this fieldnote taken during
the tasting panel of Gambero Rosso during the summer of 2016:

During the morning panel, we only knew we were tasting Verdicchio di Matelica, vintage
2015, but the tasting was blinded, with an employee of the Istituto di Tutela Vini Marchi-
giani who was in charge of covering bottles with tinfoil and then pouring them at random,
only respecting the homogeneity of PDO and vintage. We (the four of us) recorded all the
marks on a single file, taking notes on our laptop, and only after having tasted all the wines
from a single PDO we unveiled the bottles and wrote the wines’ names. I have discovered
during the past two days that after the regular session, the best bottles or the bottles that
gave rise to doubts were re-tasted, sometimes still covered and sometimes not. The presi-
dent of the tasting session — a part-time journalist and well known as an ambassador of
Marche’s wine — has led this panel over the last 10 years and after that, a bottle had bad
remarks from three out of four of us. All the comments said “guys, let’s give this a chance,

7. For an ethnographic account of a novice attending a wine festival, see Vannini et al. (2010).
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I think it’s Collestefano [one of the best Verdicchio di Matelica, at least for the Gambero
Rosso guide over the last years], maybe this is a bad bottle or it needs to breathe.” During
the afternoon, with a fresh palate after lunch break, we tasted the bottle again, raising its
marks. (Fieldnote, 17 July 2016)

What I described before was only possible because of the symbolic capital owned by: a) the commis-
sion president, who intimidates the other tasters, pushing them to doubt their previous judgments, and
by: b) Collestefano, a prizewinning, prestigious producer who can generate anxiety, especially in a taster
wanting to impress the president.® Several other examples could be referenced in order to illuminate
the relations between emotions and symbolic capital during a wine tasting. For instance, while a blind
tasting is taking place, the comment of a highly esteemed taster can easily move the other tasters, most of
all novices to the practice, towards some descriptors or evaluation, or to solicit more attention to some
aspects of wine over others. See the case that follows:

I’m participating in a wine tasting conducted by Sandro Sangiorgi, one of the most, if not
THE most, influential wine writer and teacher in Italy, about Chronos and Kairos in wines.
He asks: “Which of the wine best expresses the perfect tasting moment?” A woman indi-
cates, shyly, a white wine with a strong aromatic impact. Sangiorgi patronises her, making
some ironic comment about her predilection toward the nose instead of the mouth, and
all the other tasters start to appreciate out loud other wines than the previous. (Fieldnote,
23/02/2015)

Besides emotions, motivational knowledge can also alter the performance itself. What someone
wants or what someone is expecting from a tasting session leads to their way of tasting. For instance,
if someone must evaluate — as mentioned before — wines from the same typology with the purpose
of writing a report for a wine guide, he/she will try to create a ranking based on marks and briefly de-
scribe the wines. If a sommelier, during a wine tasting, is looking for some new wine to insert into his
restaurant’s wine list, the first thing he will focus on will be the pairing potential:

You know, when I’'m selecting a new wine, I’'m not so much interested in a full understand-
ing: I’ve got in mind maybe some specific dishes, and I know already that I'll need perhaps
an orange wine with a good aromaticity, a little bit of tannin to pair with a certain fattiness,
and so on... Only later, when the wine comes to the restaurant, I will focus on full under-
standing and descriptors in order to tell a story to the clients. (Interview 13, 1 Michelin Star
Sommelier)

If the selection is made by a buyer for a distribution, the performance is different in another manner:

I’m reflecting on the difference between my first time here at Sorgente del Vino, when I was
only a wine lover, and now, after eight editions, tasting here looking for the catalogue for
another wine from Friuli and one from Puglia that is missing in the catalogue. The first
time, I used to listen for many minutes to the stories of producers, fascinated to discover
details and also some “wine gossip”, or simply intrigued by the sociological angle of their
trajectories in the wine field, and inevitably I was conditioned and influenced — for the
bad and the good — to taste their wines. Today, I was completely focused on wine, and
in a mood to ask to myself questions like, “How is this wine in the style of the rest of the
catalogue?,” paying the maximum attention to the salinity of wine, the tension and energy
on the mouth, with a right cleanliness on the nose. If something of this was lacking, I moved
away very quickly. (Fieldnote, 11 February 2019)

Or, we can see another way of practicing during a wine course. One example is a person who leads
the tasting session while assuming a pedagogical approach in order to let the novices learn the proper
techniques, conducting a work of setting, or “fine tuning,” of the object (Giglioli & Fele, 2016).

8. Of course, this is also the result of a specific cultural capital embodied in the president and constructed during previous
tasting experiences, which made him able to recognise Collestefano (from a covered bottle).
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4 Language and Systems of Meanings as Elements of Wine Tasting

If the discursive side of social practices is just an element among others, it nonetheless has a peculiar
role in wine tasting. First off, as mentioned previous, wine language is something upon which several
authors have focused, stressing how a wine tasting “can be properly understood as the best circumstance
in which a subject, in our society, contends with the vocabulary available to describe what he perceives,
or even to manage to perceive what he learns to describe” (Navarini, 2016). Next, much of the litera-
ture has emphasised the role of wine critics (Teil, 2001; Hay, 2010) and the “oenological signature” as
factors of symbolic capital (see earlier) (Chauvin, 2010), most recently the transformation of wine jour-
nalism (Rossel, Schenk, & Eppler, 2016) and the influence of wine magazines on wine tast(e)ing (Smith
Maguire, 2018). Since the impact of Robert Parker on the wine field, giving marks (not necessarily in
hundredths like Parker does) has become a common activity in wine tasting, even when marks do not
have any public resonance, as during a dinner with wine-loving friends. Lastly, tasting results are often
variegated in descriptions and in creating/using synesthesia, metaphors, hyperboles and other rhetorical
devices. So, the tasting note becomes a verbal component of a normative cultural schema for experienc-
ing and enjoying the aesthetic object, constructing “that aesthetic object as one that will, in phases, reveal
its dimensionalised qualia to the experienced sensorium of someone who purports to construe it, to in-
terpret it with appropriate descriptive verbalisation (whether thought to oneself or uttered or written)”
(Silverstein, 2016, p. 194). Hennion and Teil (2004, p. 522) describe this process: “As the domain gains
in generality, it is visibly occupied by critics, guides, prescriptions, norms; the taste is made by telling it
and is said by making it. Historically, this reflexivity tends to take the more classic written form, and, in
a very characteristic way, each domain gives birth to a specific vocabulary.”

Yet, things are more complex in a dimension that involves issues turning around to the matter of
position-taking in the field. Let us pay attention to this phrase, which appeared in a Facebook post
from the “Movimento di Avanguardia Enoica”:

Whatif tasting, instead of simply drinking, would represent an intolerable act of superiority
and a lack of respect toward the wine producer and his product, as an expression of nature?
(EKW, Movimento di Avanguardia Enoica, post on FB 26 June 2018)

The entire movement of “natural wine” (Black, 2013; Cohen, 2013) — within which the association
mentioned before positions itself — is a discourse that is dictating new tasting practices. First, much
of what have been considered “defects”, like Brett, volatile acidity, oxidation, murkiness and so on, are
now enjoyed, sought after or not noticed. Second, all the language of natural wines is pushing towards
a posture that highlights the drinkable aspect of wine: “glu glu wines”, “drinking buckets of that wine”
and so on. Moreover, if since the dawn of wine tasting practices, the olfactory stage had a key role,
lately — as a reaction to almost three decades of “wines for contests,” very refined in the cellar with
many oenological additives — it is questioned by important tasters and journalists (see Rigaux, 2012;
Rigaux & Sangiorgi, 2017), and already in some fairs, there are “true believers” of this new tasting practice
explaining how wrong one is to smell wine.? Therefore, we can say with Silverstein (2016) that:

One is then not only characterising the aesthetic object but also, in effect, placing or locating
oneself socially with respect to a “community of practice,” those “in the know” — or not
— about matters oenological within the complex intersection of institutionalised practices
that bring the aesthetic object and the judging aesthete together. (p. 197)

9. 7 I'm standing opposite to the stand of Cavaliera, a well-reputed producer of ancestral sparkling wines, discussing how he
makes the ‘degorgement’, smelling the wine while feeling a little distracted, without paying attention to my gesture. Suddenly,
a guy who seems to bhave familiarity with the producer starts asking me if I know of the ‘geosensorial tasting”. When I answer
affirmatively, be scolds me with a professorial attitude: ‘So, don’t you know you bave the first taste?.” When I ask bim (already
expecting the answer) if be is attending the fair as a professional, be tells me that be is a banker, but be took a course from
Sandro Sangiorgi.” (Fieldnote, 25 November 2017, Mercato Fivi)
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5 Variations in Tasting Wine Practices and Their Intersection with Other
Practices

Recently, Hui (2017) has stressed the importance of considering variations in a nexus of practices, mov-
ing forward from just focusing on the variations between performances, and instead on the constituent
elements of a performance. It is interesting to reflect on how different practices can change other prac-
tices, forming a circular relationship. Let us review again the issues brought about by natural wines.
Making natural wine is a practice that has transformed its final product by a different use of things
(e.g., agronomics products, technologies, anphores), meanings (e.g., redefining the entire category of
“defects,” defining other wines as “industrials” or “conventionals”) and skills (biodynamics treatments,
for instance), and doing so has also modified the wine tasting practice: the natural wine fairs are very
often more similar to a feast than to a professional tasting, and we already examined some changes in
tasting techniques. This is also applicable vice versa: if during a tasting, it is more and more important to
understand the production method and discover if a wine is without sulphites, while “defects” become
a factor of enjoyment, producers (some of them, in a way that will be addressed elsewhere in a social
field theoretical frame) will be forced to adopt winemaking practices at more and more extremes. As
a consequence, wine promotion, too, is changing, encouraging distributors, agents and journalists to
concentrate on the process of winemaking instead of its results.

It has been highlighted how the spread of tasting posture and its language — according to what
could be called a “vinification process” — has generated a similar attitude towards the most varied of
products, from meat, judged and described based on the marbling, to gin or olive oil, cheese and so on,
an attitude that is naturally related to distinctive processes, as studied by many after Bourdieu:

The institutional world of wine as a node has itself become a center point of “emanation” of
ways of constructing prestige throughout a whole world of construable comestibles, edible
and potable commodities that are brought into the stratified precincts in which wine has
long had a social life (Silverstein, 2016, p. 205).

Moreover, we can see another level of intersection of the practices, involving scientific institutions,
with the practice of scientific research providing new words and frames to the tasting practice, or the
practice of distribution and selling, forging as a matter of marketing the new slogan as “the important
thing is minerality” or “saltiness”, or in an intersection with wellness practices, “digestibility,” and so on:

At the culminating moment of consumption, the tasting and evaluation of the experience,
the wine consumer is poised in a place where all these institutions have intersected with
distinctive shaping influences (Silverstein, 2016, p. 203).

Last, the trajectories of practitioners are important for understanding the kinds of tasters people can
be, moving from other practices and melting some elements of one into the other. For instance, one of
our interviewees — nowadays one of the most famous and well-reputed wine journalists — before dedi-
cating himself to wine was a sports journalist. Thatled him to approach wine tasting as storytelling, even
when he guided a technical tasting. Or, digging in to my own experience, when I taste wine, I activate
resources that are part of my sociological habitus, like comparing, categorising and creating taxonomies,
and I tend less to create innovative descriptors for a wine, whereas when I participated in a didactical
tasting panel led by a famous perfurmer, all attention was focused on the olfactory analysis.

6 Conclusions

After having emphasised the fruitfulness of approaching expert wine tasting in a practice theory frame-
work, I would like to recap where it would be useful by igniting it with some Bourdieusian concepts,
which are crucial to comprehending various features of this practice and its elements.

For one, it is not possible to give an account of the transformations of the wine tasting practice with-
out referring to field theory, just as we saw in several places in this article. For example, the possibility of
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introducing new discursive elements — as wine language, or new categories like “natural”, “artisanal”,
“biodinamyc”, “glu glu”, etc. — depends on which position people occupy in the wine field and on
questions of (specific and general) cultural, economic and symbolic capital; or the influence of a single
performance — like orienting the taste, or the pace of tasting or the frame of tasting (blinded? uncov-
ered?) — depends again on the position people occupy in the field. Conversely, when we reflect on the
intersection of practices, we also have to consider the relationship between the field or subfield involved
in this intersection. For instance, we could analyse the weight and give the historical period in which
wine critics, oenologists or wine distributors oriented the intertwining of wine production and wine
tasting. Finally, motivational knowledge depends almost entirely on position occupied in the field.

Second, we cannot prescind from a practitioner’ habitus (also in its bodily aspects) and social trajec-
tories their way of practice and their relationship with the various elements of practice. For instance, a
professional taster in another field (e.g., a cook, an olive oil taster, a perfumer) would bring their dispo-
sitions with him/her to the wine tasting, or a very cultivated person would have more ease in creating
descriptors, especially synesthesia (provided that the person previously experienced the sensations de-
scribed. However, once again, this is a question of social trajectory).”® Alternatively, like I mentioned
earlier, one can bring a taxonomic attitude to wine tasting. So, the learning process that “builds” a wine
taster is a practical issue, where the shared knowledge is created in interactions, but as Alkemeyer &
Buschmann (2017) notice, the experience of practice “not only depends on a participant’s actual bodily
and mental situatedness in a practice, but is also informed by a ‘personal situatedness’ that is defined by
his or her position in the social space of a given society and in the trajectory of his or her life” (p. 1s).
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Abstract

The analysis I bring to the present symposium about contamination of practice theories concentrates
on potential reconfiguration of domestic waste management as social practice through the installa-
tion of Reverse Vending Machines (RVMs). Being them designed to collect plastic bottles and caps
assigning a reward to whom bestows them, this research concentrates on RVMs functioning and the
re-composition of everyday practices they are supposed to bring. The analysis re-contaminates the-
ories of practices encompassing consumptions studies, sustainability and Actor-Network Theory’s
concepts within the broader framework of environmental sociology. These three scholarships already
contaminated theories of practices and contributed sensibly to strengthen their application. I will re-
view the essence of these contributions and, moving from that, I will further explore the agency of
objects within everyday social practices relying on the case study of RVMs. Through media analysis
further informed by fieldnotes about direct observation and informal interviews, I will reconstruct
the RVM rationale highlighting the connections with material arrangements of everyday practices.

Keywords: Theories of social practices; Environmental sociology; Recycling; Domestic waste man-
agement; Reverse vending machine..

1 Introduction

The Reverse Vending Machine (RVM) is located under a colonnade, close to a bank, in a
pedestrian area. The street is an elegant one. It encourages people to take a stroll enjoying
the lights of the shop windows and to meet friends in cafés. Since I had to walk through
most of the town centre bringing my bag with a dozen of polyethylene terephthalate (PET)
bottles, I felt a bit uncomfortable. However here I am. The machine is a huge white par-
allelepiped made of two blocks with three small doors and a little round hole. Each small
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door hides a hole: two are for bestowing bottles and one for aluminium cans, while the lit-
tlest one is for plastic caps. There is also a screen showing messages about: i) how cans and
bottles are processed once collected by the RVM; ii) the advantages for me (the user); iii)
the benefits for environment and iv) for the local community. It seems that anybody can
positively profit from this system. With another message, the screen underlines the small
reward that I can get per each bottle I deliver and I can use in the shops in the city centre
immediately. This means to get money from waste to be re-infused into local economy. It
sounds like being part of a circular economy.

(Extract #1, Ethnographic notes from fieldwork)

The extract above briefly describes the first direct contact I had with an RVM. The machine was
dedicated to a reward system for recycling plastic bottles. By approaching it, I could directly explore
an interesting attempt to promote recycling of plastic bottles through a shorter path in line with the
declared purpose of fostering circular economy. Starting from this, the analysis I bring to the present
symposium about contamination of practice theories considers the potential reconfiguration of domes-
tic waste management as social practice through the installation of RVMs. In particular I concentrated
on the socio-material relationships shaped through the interaction between a dedicated technology to
promoting a specific way to perform domestic waste management of recycling and every day’s life ar-
rangements. It means to look at how social relationships, routines and technological objects shape each
other. This means to apply a symmetrical perspective, thus not assigning a prominent role to technology
(refusing a technological determinism) nor to social factors (refusing social determinism). This ontolog-
ical posture is coherent with practice theory approach that integrates Science and Technology Studies
(STS) legacy, as it will be described later.

Equipped with these lenses I will deal with theories of practices from the perspective of consump-
tions studies about sustainability within the broader framework of environmental sociology. Actually,
these scholarships already contaminated the debate about theories of practices. Indeed, they sensibly
contributed to the development of the second phase of theories of practice (Postill, 2010). They brought
lights on social processes about sustainable consumption, a key environmental issue, from an alterna-
tive point of view both empirically and theoretically (Warde, 2014). Theories of practice are currently
adopted by scholars in several research areas (Hui, Schatzki & Shove, 2017) but it is recognised that their
contamination with sustainable consumptions strengthened their application also echoing beyond this
debate (Warde, 2014). I will consider these contributions and, moving from that, I will further explore
the agency of objects within everyday social practices for sustainable consumption through the case study
of RVMs.

Presently, to split different components of waste in order to bestow each material to the proper re-
cycling path need some domestic arrangements that encompass space, duties and timing (Watson, 2012).
A combination of these elements, as it will be described in the coming paragraphs, is necessary to pro-
cess and consequently re-use waste as new raw materials. Indeed, looking at the representation made
by producers of these machines. RVMs are meant to intervene in this process as promoting agents of a
more virtuous recycling system by shortening the regular path envisaged by urban waste management
system (see further, fig. 2). RVMs are not mere collecting points. Rather they should be there appositely
to mediate the interaction between recycling facilities and citizens. In doing this, they are meant to en-
act a re-use path for plastic as raw-material thus driving towards a more sustainable waste cycle. This
should promote two features of circular economy: i) a more efficient way to recycle and ii) value for
waste. Indeed, RVMs receive waste giving back a reward for those who bestow it. The reward can be
money, vouchers or discount coupons for shopping. The system encouraged through such an economic
incentivation shares some analogies with the Pfand System in Germany but, actually, it differs a lot. I
will be back on this later while describing the principle of what in Italian is called “riciclo incentivante,”
a reward scheme for recycling.

In this regard, I will also examine the role of incentives that represent a key feature for RVMs. For
this reason I will go through a dedicated discussion about behaviour, practice and pro-environmental
choices recalling some key criticisms toward the linkages between attitudes, behaviour and choice, called
ABC model by Shove (2010), and further developed by scholars into sustainable consumption (among
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the many Hargreaves, 2011; Hargreaves, Longhurst & Seyfang, 2013; Shove & Sputling, 2013). More
recently it finds itself promoted by Blue, Shove, Carmona and Kelly (2016) even for health policy.

This discussion allows to contextualize the contamination of theories of practice with environmental
sociology terms, particularly concentrating on the sustainable practices.

The paper will thus delve into the case of RVMs in northern Italy addressing these elements (a)
through the reconstruction of producers and installers’ point of view and (b) the perspective of the ma-
chine itself or the program of action (Akrich & Latour, 1992; Latour, 1992) that includes the delegation
of specific tasks connected with domestic waste management. As it will be shown later, such a delega-
tion goes beyond the simple task of sorting waste implying also other kinds of arrangements, and this
highlights the nexus of practices.

For this contribution I connected two sources of data:

* selected newspaper articles as well as on other press and media releases;

* an ethnography of RVMSs’ use in the specific context of Veneto, North-Eastern part of Italy.

I first looked for newspaper articles interrogating TIPS dataset,” a dedicated media monitoring
project. This way, I could realize that the issue is not covered by most Italian newspapers, since I
collected only four articles. I thus considered other sources such as websites of RVM producers and
news-blogs enlarging the corpus up to 72 documents; the documents included local newspapers and
press agencies that relaunched local initiatives. Such an heterogeneous set of sources and documents
was retrieved querying Google, websites of RVMs’ producers and those of local campaigns of rewards
for recycling. I analysed the corpus looking for references to RVMs’ design (functioning, litter to
be bestowed to them, rewards, connection with municipalities) and location. In this way I could
reconstruct the general narrative as promoted by producers as reverberated on the media about the
rationale of RVMS’ installation. Furthermore, in collecting articles as well as other media releases
ranging from 2014 to early 2019, I came across several news about recent instalments of RVMs: there
are about 450 installed machines all around the country and a considerable share of them is in Veneto.?
I took advantage of this to set up fieldwork in two different locations in the Veneto plain. Being
the fieldwork in the same region I opted to compare two RVMs considering their setting as a main
comparing criterium: one, as described in the opening extract from fieldnotes, is installed in a town
centre and a second one is located at the entrance of a shopping mall. This allowed me to compare
the same functioning in two settings of consumptions which, may be inscribed into different social
practices.

Fieldwork took place in February 2019 and included direct observation and informal interviewing
with users and responsibles for installing and maintenances of RVMs. I was inspired by the idea of self-
ethnography; in Alvensson’s perspective it is a research about a setting to which researcher “has natural
access, [and] is an active participant, more or less on equal terms with other participants.” (2003, p. 174).
In particular, as it will be clear from extracts proposed below, I followed the requirements of RVM in
order to properly use it. Hence, I could consider within my fieldwork both the delegations and the
scripts that shape specifically the bundles of materially mediated arrangements that social practices of
domestic waste management consist.

1. Technoscientific Issue in the Public Sphere (TIPS) is a running project about technoscience in the media: it collects and
indexes contents several daily newspapers. For more details see Giardullo and Lorenzet (2016).

2. According to the web site of Wise society, almost two thirds of RVMs are installed in Northern part of Italy. 20.15% is lo-
cated in Veneto https:/Avisesociety.it/ambiente-e-scienza/riciclo-incentivante-economia-circolare-rifiuti/ (Last accessed
26 April 2019). Although these are not official data, we can have an idea of the geographical distribution across the country.
Some other more recent press releases hint that the actual number of RVMs is presently higher in Italy or, at least, it is likely
to increase sensibly. https:/Avww.adnkronos.com/sostenibilita/best-practices/2o19/01/17/riciclo-bottiglie-pet-coripet-ora-
tutta-filiera_ CzZKBCTrPkmskzr4ZOL3DHP.html (Last accessed 27 April 2019).
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2 Domestic Waste Management: Between Behaviour and Practice

Sorting waste is a profoundly mundane activity for households and requires a certain effort (Watson,
2012). Inashortautobiographicnovel, La poubelle agréée’ (1993), Italo Calvino described his duty within
the broader household domestic routine, the only one is allowed to him by his family: to take out the
trash. Such a task makes him feel useful to domestic activities since, as he declares, he is not into other
tasks of daily routine contributing to reproductive labour.

Furthermore, Calvino masterfully emphasizes that taking out the trash bin full of waste connects
him — and his family as well — to larger processes that contribute to the social order. Knowing how to
bestow properly trash to the waste management systems entails to be in harmony with local government
requirements — the novel takes place in Paris — using a shared standard for bins (the poubelle agréée,
see note 3) to be emptied by garbage collectors. At the same time collecting waste in that bin assures
order in the kitchen and, as Calvino admits, within his family. Indeed, to fill the bin is a specific task that
falls within his competence. This example from the literature — but not fiction — is useful to further
recall us how domestic waste management is inherently a social practice. It finds itself in between public
governance and private management since it is not only an activity that frees an household from its own
waste rather, if properly performed according to the authority for waste management, further ensure a
sanitized and harmonic way of living as well as reducing environmental impact of our activities (Martin,
Williams, & Clark, 2006). As more recently confirmed, a tidy and well-lit place where to throw wastes
shows the robustness of a well-functioning waste management system (Glad 2018).

Being informed by this we can read this extract from fieldnotes:

I'have always sorted my waste in order to obtain atleast four different kinds of litter. Accord-
ing to my municipality, and more precisely to the waste management facilities provided in
my neighbourhood, I can consider plastic, cans (i.e. aluminium) and glass as the same kind
of waste (1); paper, cardboard and food packages produced by Tetra-Pak are another kind
(2); the same applies for organic waste (3) and non-recyclable waste (4). Each of them is ex-
pected to follow a specific trajectory: (1), (2) and (3) will be routed to dedicated recycling
processes. For such reason it is required to me, and to my fellow citizens as well, to organize
and shape appositely domestic routines and spaces. Rather than use a single bin I am asked
to sort and to split different components of the same package. The four kinds of waste re-
quire a specific bin each; they lay in an equipped corner of the kitchen, patiently waiting to
be emptied in dedicated garbage containers located down in the street.

(Extract #2, Ethnographic notes from fieldwork)

We can realize that the routine of taking out the trash consists of at least three elements. First, to
know criteria to be applied for sorting out waste (competence); second, to understand that sorting waste
contributes to keep our dwell clean, to safeguard public decency and finally to limit our environmental
footprint (meanings); third the place and the room appositely equipped with proper bins to perform
such activity (material arrangement). According to Shove and colleagues (2012), these three elements are
enough to define it as a social practice. Nonetheless, as many other activities connected to consumption,
typically, domestic waste management is framed through the lens of behavioural theories. Not only
scholars investigate the value of social norms, peer pressure and the analysis of attitudes as motivations
(Cecere, Mancinelli & Mazzanti, 2014) but even public campaigns often tend to promote virtuous be-
haviour as a desirable side of human conduct. Shove (2010) provocatively synthesised this frame about
social change toward sustainable consumption as 4BC model. It develops through the stages: since the
current patterns of consumption revealed to be a threat for the environment and thus for human beings,
then they must be changed. Changes may be obtained intervening on the following scheme: “[...] values
and attitudes (the A), which are believed to drive the kinds of behaviour (the B) that individuals choose
(the C) to adopt.” (Ibidem, p. 1274). This is a well-known and debated topic within the studies of con-
sumption, especially in relation to the issue of sustainable consumption (Warde, 2014; Spaargaren, 2003

3. Astranslated in the English version of the novel it means “pleasing dustbin, something approved and acceptable (with the
implication: approved by the prefectorial regulations[...] thus funding the basis of our social contract and of the expediences
of good living).” (pp. 97-98)
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& 2013). Indeed, theories of practice addressed directly such a topic by refusing it. Indeed, according to
Warde (2014) theories of practices emerged as a reaction towards two major limits of the study of con-
sumption such as the models of individual choice and cultural analysis. This emerged with particular
emphasis in understanding the root causes for environmental degradation lying in every day’s life activ-
ities as well as the strategies to limit household’s impact on natural resources through more sustainable
consumption. This is what can be considered a proper contamination of theories of practices promoted
by a specific debate within environmental sociology.

Indeed, scholars interested in sustainability issues, as in relation to climate change for instance, espe-
cially from early 2000s onwards, were disappointed with explanatory social factors of dominant models
of consumption that turned to be environmentally unsustainable. Indeed, environmental sociology in-
scribed consumption within — at least — three broad theoretical traditions (Spaargaren & Mol, 2011).
We can first concentrate on the neo-marxist perspective that coherently with the study of capitalist pro-
duction systems (Schnaiberg, 1980) propose a harsh critique toward dominant logic that promote un-
sustainable forms of consumption for ensuring economic profit to capital; critical consumption, in or-
der to limit environmental externalities as well as the choice to limit consumption are two strategies to
cope with the ambiguities of contemporary affluent society. Unfortunately, the same deepness of anal-
ysis applied in the study of socio-economic structural basis of capitalism is not equally applied for the
processes of consumption that still contribute to perpetrate unsustainable consumption (Spaargaren &
Mol, 2011). A more refined attempt to understand consumption choices is brought by risk society theory
(Beck, 1992): it approaches consumption considering individuals as responsible for what they choose;
facing growing global risks (ozone depletion, climate change to mention), individuals can be segmented
according to their awareness of the risks that their conduct as consumers may bring for them and for
the environment (e.g. the use of car as mean of transportation). Finally, the cultural value-change the-
ory (Spaargaren & Mol, 2011) assumes that cultural shifts, towards a non-materialist culture as recorded
by Inglehart analysis (199s; 1982), directly influences consumer choices. Looking at these perspectives
from another angle, we can easily acknowledge that cultural value change and risk society theories may
assist justifications about using an ABC model. Indeed, individualistic and rational perspectives on con-
sumption assume personal beliefs, perceived norms and attitudes as efficient predictors of consumption
patterns: once researchers identify and isolate the cognitive components of specific choices of consump-
tion (e.g. level of awareness), behavioural changes can be obtained by intervening exactly on those com-
ponents (Hargreaves, 2011).*

Already in 2003 Gert Spaargaren directly call for empirical focus onto lifestyles and strategies for in-
novation government administrative bodies implement for sustainability in utility sectors (2003). This
was further echoed in 2010, when Hinton and Goodman contributed to the International Handbook of
Environmental Sociology with a chapter about sustainable consumption as sociological research object.
They were very critical about behaviouristic approaches to consumption highlighting the too much ra-
tionalistic representations of social actors being considered only as consumers.

Repeated actions (or chains of actions, routines) cannot be labelled only as a choice consistent with
a structure of attitudes, nor it is only a matter of awareness of being exposed to a risk. In this regard,
Blue, Shove, Carmona and Kelly (2016) argued that even un-healthy practices associated with addiction,
as for instance smoking, cannot be disconnected by the entanglements with other activities (eating out,
taking a break from work etc.). Hence, the complex of social relationship of which consumption con-
sists cannot be flatted even considering the case of addiction. A specific conduct is largely connected
to other arrangements of social life. Moreover, any kind of conduct do not happens in the vacuum,
rather within a larger socio-technical regime (Geels, 2011) of established practices and their rules (Harg-
reaves, Longhurst & Seyfang, 2013). Theories of practices, as previously said, shifts the researcher’s gaze
from the consumer to the practices as proper and fruitful unit of analysis. In this regard domestic waste
management, of course, is not exempted.

In analysing households’ attitude in recycling, Thomas and Sharp (2013), for instance, admitted that
normativity is notas diriment as it was supposed to be as predictor of virtuous habits. In interviews with

4. One of the most celebrated articles in this scholarship is The Theory of Planned Bebaviour by Ajzen (1991). According to
Scopus’ figures, at the beginning of 2019, the paper got 25.948 citations; the 31,4% of them is from contribution into social
sciences.
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recycling and not-recycling households they recorded the presence of alternative and opposite norms
consistent with their habits even though the law (the regime) in the country they considered — United
Kingdom — expressly promotes recycling.s Therefore, explanations for pro-environmental practice
should be found somewhere else. Martin and colleagues (2006) in reviewing studies about the profiles
of non-recyclers pointed out that both lack of time and inconvenience of recycling stations work as main
explanatory factors of non-recycling conduct. A more recent comparative research between households
in France and the UK, echoed these evidences; time pressure and family dynamics do play a critical role
in arranging both spaces and routines for recycling (Boulay, Metcalfe, Barr, & Shaw, 2014).

Although examples in the literature about the theoretical and empirical limits of behavioural ap-
proach to understand consumptions shapes a clear depiction, such a perspective is still largely appealing.
To drive people towards more virtuous and sustainable paths, as recycling, there is a systematic tendency
to apply promotional strategies through incentives. This is the case of RVMs’ rationale. They are appo-
sitely designed to collect plastic bottles and caps assigning a reward to whom bestows them.

The presence of such a technological artefact calls for the adoption of a dedicated perspective. In-
deed, an Actor-Network Theory (ANT) approach have been fruitfully adopted for investigating vend-
ing machines (Piccioni, 2008; Mattozzi & Piccioni, 2012) as well as for other levels of waste management
(Bortolotti, 2019; Minervini, 2010 & 2013). Typical ANT categories, such as script (Akrich, 19925 Akrich
& Latour, 1992) program of action and delegation (Latour, 1992) are useful here to reconstruct the ra-
tionale and the assumption laying behind the design and the installation of those machines. Indeed,
looking at RVMs with these lenses can contribute to discuss theories of practice highlighting the role of
material components of social practices.

In this regard theories of practices, as Reckwitz (2002) signals, practices consists of the interconnec-
tion of multiple elements such as objects (“things” as Reckwitz calls them, Zbidem, p. 249), competences
and meaning. Warde (2014) recognizes that the second generation of theories of practice is partly in debt
with STS and more specifically with ANT. Thus, the material side of social practice is recognised as a
key element of what can be identified as a practice, and Shove, Pantzar and Watson (2012) elevated it to
not less than a specific component of a formalised triadic system for a proper analysis of social practices.

3 An Automatized Incentive to Enact Circular Economy: Recycling PET
through RVM

European Environmental Agency certifies that the average rate of municipal solid waste recycled reached
the 43.6% in 2014, +13% compared to 2004 (EEA 2016). If we look at the figures for packaging waste
in 2013 the share reaches 65.2%, +10.6% compared to 2005 (Id.). EU considers these data as a success-
ful story and the outcome of well devised EU environmental policy (Id). On this momentum, the EU
launched the EU Circular Economy Package presenting it as an “ambitious and long-term path for waste
management and recycling.”” The general idea of circular economy is a change of paradigm from a linear
trajectory that figures the extraction of resources (natural resource or raw materials) transformed during
the production phase as second step and thus phase of consumption. This model, currently the dom-
inant one, has several leaking points that produce waste which is typically directed towards landfilling
or energy recovering. According to Eurostat (2018), even though recycling is increasing, landfilling and
burning are still relevant solution for waste disposal: in 2016 more than half of waste produced in EU 2.8
routed towards: landfilling (45.5% of the total), energy recovery through incineration (5.6%), backfilling

s.  TheHousehold Waste Recycling Act required to local administration to provide dedicated bins for each item to be recycled
already in 2003. See http:/www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2003/29/contents (Last accessed 19 February 2019).

6. The Guidance on Municipal Waste Data Collection, published in May 2017 by Eurostat, defines municipal solid waste as
“waste originating from households, commerce and trade, small businesses, office buildings and institutions (schools, hos-
pitals, government buildings). It also includes: waste from selected municipal services i.e. waste from park and garden
maintenance, waste from street cleaning services.” (p. 1r). Packaging waste is part of municipal solid waste and includes
“absorbents, wiping cloths, filter materials and protective clothing not otherwise specified” as well as all the kinds of pack-
aging (food, beverage, etc.).

7. http:/fec.europa.eu/environment/circular-economy/index_en.htm (Last accessed 19th February 2019).
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(10.1%, that means burying for the purpose of slope reclamation or safety or for engineering purposes in
landscaping) or incinerated without any energy recover (1.0%).

Circular economy might play a more virtuous role. Indeed, it brings the idea of closing the loops
of production and consumption re-using (alternative use, refurbishment etc) the wastes produced, as
well as the goods that reached the end of their lifecycle. In other words, circular economy promotes the
re-use of each by-product deriving from production cycles, in practical terms limiting the use of landfill
as waste disposal option. It is possible to distinguish between two groups of circular economy activities
(Stahel, 2016): a first one promotes reuse, fixing and remanufacture/repurpose of goods; a second group
that turns old goods into new resources by recycling their components (Zbidem,).

Domestic waste recycling, according to EU, falls exactly into this latter group. EU encourages the
recycle by affirming “materials from products at the end of their lifecycle should be recovered through
dismantling and recycling. Re-injecting these materials into the beginning of the product lifecycle re-
duces environmental impact and costs of production.” Hence, a strategy for the promotion of circular
economy is to foster new forms of recycle.

In this regard, RVMs offer an original interpretation of circular economy to be performed through
the interaction with technologies (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The two RVMs considered for this research: on the left the one settled in the city centre, on the right the
one positioned side to the entrance of a shopping mall. Source: Photo by the author.

The two RVMs were equipped for providing some kind of reward: the first one, on the left, has
been equipped with technology for giving back credit through an app directly to users’ smartphone or
to print a coupon as an alternative; the second one, on the right, only releases coupons. In both cases,
a user is supposed to choose the reward according to his/her interests; discount or credit can be spent
respectively in the shops of the city centres or inside the shopping mall. The general functioning of
RVM:s is described in the following newspaper article.

8. https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political files/circular-economy-factsheet-waste-to-resources_en.pdf (last ac-
cessed 28th December 2019).
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Thanks to eco-compactors [RVMs, N.d.A.], by correctly differentiating waste, citizens will
not only perform a good environmental action but will also be rewarded in an easy and
direct way. Users just have to throw PET plastic bottles, PE-HDPE plastic caps and alu-
minium cans in the eco-compactor: the machine is designed to recognize the type of waste,
differentiate it automatically, reduce the volume up to 90% initial and transform the ma-
terial transferred into a bale ready to be sent to the recycling chain. In turn for waste the
machine will allow the user to choose, thanks to the touch screen system, which discount or
coupon to get as a reward, depending on the type of store chosen (e.g. restaurant, pizzeria,
chemist, wellness centre or supermarket) , to be spent in the activities under agreement in
the historic centre.

(I Sole-240re 24 April 2016)

This article describes exactly how the RVM is part of a larger network of interactions. It refers both to
the technical details (the volume reduction for bestowed packages) and to how it can positively influence
local activities of the area. Actually the “automatic differentiation” is performed through the presence of
the small-doors: each of them is designed to receive different kind of packages according to the material
which is made of. Thus, the sorting is made manually by users, but I will be back on this later in the next
paragraph. What is relevant at this point is that RVMs need to be part of shared project for business as
this other article exemplifies.

Go Recycling® is the project based on the creation of business starting from what most peo-
ple consider scrap. It is something new for us [in Italy N.d.A.] while already established
in some other countries where these collectors, once inserted the material give in exchange
good or even coins. The collector [i.e. the RVM, N.d.A.], [...], allows the micro-collection
of “valuable” materials (PET, ALU, etc.): just insert the “products” into the machine to
receive a gift voucher in exchange.

(La Nazione, 6 November 2015)

The ecosystem of economic relationship is further explained in this other newspaper article; it is in-
deed necessary to have an agreement between shop owners, municipalities, recycling centres and utilities
for environmental services and waste management.

[...] An eco-compactor was inaugurated to collect plastic bottles, cans and steel boxes. In-
stalled only in mid-January 2017, to date over 24,000 pieces have been delivered. Coupons
received in exchange for waste can be spent at over fifty local businesses and municipal mu-
seums: with two coupons you can have a reduced admission ticket instead of a full one.
(AdnKronos 23 March 2017)*°

As we can read in this extract from Italian news, the declared rationale underneath the installation
of RVMs is to promote a sustainable pro-environmental behaviour by giving value to waste. For whom
recycles specific items, whatever it is PET bottles or aluminium cans etc. Money, or other forms of eco-
nomic incentives are provided. The specific incentive may vary locally. However, the general approach
is recognizable: to give back a small reward (a part of this new value) to whom (re)introduce waste into a
“virtuous cycle.” To perform such process collecting points are needed and they should be not the same
of recycling stations. Rather, they need to be explicitly dedicated to an alternative shorter and more re-
munerative path of recycling. The items bestowed there are brought directly to reprocessing (see figure
2).

This shorter path is crucial for ensuring value to the waste: it bypasses the steps that normal waste
management facilities envisages, such as selection between different kinds of plastic, transport and clean-
ing. From the point of users, as previously described, they can get tickets for discount or they can get
credit for the purchase of other goods.

9.  Thisisa fictious name. The same applies to others quoted in the subsequent excerpts.

10.  All the excerpts from Italian sources are translated by me.
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Figure 2. Regular and shorter chains of recycling: shorter chain should reduce environmental impact and ensures
valorization of plastic.
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Compared to other schemes that rewards the return of specific material for recycle or re-use, as for
instance the Einwegpfand better known as Pfand in Germany, this kind of initiative is business oriented.
Indeed, deposit-refund systems is based on an environmental tax. The scheme charges a small amount
of money (in Germany o.25 € for single use containers is charged) on each bottle. Such amount can be
recovered by bestowing the bottle to a shop or even to a RVM contrasting the risk of throwing it with
unsorted waste or, even worst, disposed in the environment, a problem also called “midnight dumping”
(Walls, 2011). However, in this case it is a refund and not a reward."

On the contrary, RVM promoting reward is a system based on the assumption that recycle per se is
a choice that need to be made convenient in order to be performed by citizens.

This system is a system that we build. Obviously, we operate on people’s emotions. [...] If I
give people an incentive, I give a prize, I give a point [to be summed to others for discounts],
there will be a queue in front of the machine. We agreed with the recycling consortia to give
incentives.

(Excerpt from Italian daily morning show on national television)

This concise explanation of the RVM logic s given by the CEO of RV Inc., an Italian RVM producer
firm: he clarified this aspect during a presentation in a morning T'V show on Italian national television.

This is in line with rationalistic theories previously recalled. Indeed, it demonstrates the appeal of
the approach towards behaviour change. There is a clear assumption about the gratification promoted
by an economic reward, perfectly in line with the ABC model. Gratification feeling, considered as uni-
versal, should spread and contribute to the success of this alternative chain for recycling (“there will be
a queue”). For our discussion this is a first interesting hint that allows to mark out about the agency of
technology, the material arrangement, within domestic waste management as social practice: the tech-
nology is charged with the expectation to promote a specific and — for the RVM producers — more
desirable way of recycling. Coherently, the design of such technology is configured in that way to pro-
mote a specific change in, or a re-shaping of, domestic waste management daily habits.

As it is clear from the media representation and the short excerpt just few lines above, the whole
argumentation envisages the presence of a dedicated technology. The strategy of RVMs assigns a clear
relevance to a material component of interaction. Indeed, it reconfigures the value of waste exactly be-
ing an access point or collection point for PET bottles. In this case, a technological artefact is appositely
designed for intervening in domestic practice of waste management since waste sorting is an already pro-
vided municipal service. Moreover, it is the turnout or, in other words, the access point to the alternative
path for recycling that enacts a different and more profitable one. Apparently it is more profitable for
anybody: i) for who throws bottles and gets a reward; ii) for who got an already sorted and compact bale
of plastic ready to be reprocessed and thus sold as raw material; iii) for local shopkeepers who provide
discounts that may increase their earnings.”

Producers of RVMs try indeed to make RVMs as passage points, made convenient to users through
incentives, in the chain of recycling. Shortening of the recycling loop would not be achieved in the same
way without the intermediation of this technology. A single RVM provide several kinds of rewards that
a user can easily choose on a touchscreen at the end of PET bottles bestowing, perfectly substituting
alternative collecting points that requires a human operator. Finally, the RVM accept any container
independently of where it has been purchased; this means that it is open to collect from any source
totally substituting retailers as middleman of deposit-refund schemes (Walls, 201x).

1. The Pfand system, as well as other deposit-refund schemes, contribute to shape specific practices of urban mining: people
at the margins (e.g. unoccupied, homeless) self-organize as informal collectors in order to obtain what they need to survive.
In Berlin, for instance, it is common to see people collecting dozens of bottles on shop-carts; there are even further side
effects as for instance the creation of dedicated web platforms and apps for facilitating collectors (Barrin, 2018).

12. It should be noted that the general discourse detected through content analysis of the corpus and through the RVM in-
structions about recycle plastic does not question the issue of the plastic use reduction. Rather it encourages recycling
depicting it as economically convenient and even environmentally friendly. There is a general agreement on the need to
reduce plastic use, since plastic has a less efficient recycling path, therefore the proper environmental issue is to limit plastic
use in our daily life, for instance for food packing. RVMs seems to relieve consumers from this burden. This may resonate
with the “rebound effect” already detected for energy use by households equipped with solar panels (Greening, Greene &
Difiglio, 2000), since it allows to keep energy consumption or even at higher levels rather than decreasing them.
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The centrality of a technological artefact in a larger and heterogeneous network of actors for pro-
moting sustainable practices in the framework of circular economy becomes even more evident in case
of failure.

Once finished to empty my bag I push the button... Alas! Not a sound, nor a bill.

The machine just took my PET bottles and caps giving me back any reward! I called the
telephone number pasted on the front side of the machine in order to signal the failure and
to inquire further about the doom of my waste. The man in charge of maintaining the
RVM gently explained me that the agreement between the municipality and the company
providing the machines expired. It has not been judged convenient enough to be renewed
and what the screen is still describing to me is no longer valid in the town. Thus, the machine
is “out of the grid.” RVM properly collected my bottles and caps but they will follow the
normal path of recycling being aggregated to the original category of waste I was accustomed
to: plastic, cans and glass, all together.

(Extract #3, ethnographic notes from fieldwork, RVM in the city centre)

As we can read from this excerpt from fieldnotes, all the efforts for selecting bringing there the bot-
tles and further separating caps were useless for two reasons: first, no reward was provided, second the
shortcut into recycling path was not available. Since the machine was “out of grid” (actually, out of a
specific agreement for rewarding) the RVM failed: no value could be generated.

Indeed, a key issue for RVMs, to shape directly the practices of recycling, as we learned is connected
to the ability of imposing itself as the obligatory passage-point (Callon, 1986) for a shorter path of cir-
cular economy through incentives. As Callon marked out about how to track trajectories of technosci-
entific innovation through an ANT perspective (/bidem), obligatory passage-points consist of issues to
be solved that are ineluctable premises for dealing proficiently with another — connected — one. This
concept embraces a variety of possible elements such the setting up of a narrative point as common need
(Kitchen, 2000), human bodies (Crabu, 2017) but, being plastic enough concept, it may include even
material elements as for instances artefacts. This is the case for RVM: through it, the entire network of
relationships keeps its function shortening the recycling path and, as a consequence, it allows to produce
the required value to be distributed as reward to users.

Conversely, if it does not work properly thus all the activities carried out hitherto becomes of a lim-
ited udility: an “out of grid” machine gave back no reward (no value could be generated) and did not
contribute to a shorter recycling path.

When technologies do not attain to the task, when the input does not give back the expected output
(Volonté, 2017), then we have an additional proof of its agency (/bidem). To say it differently, it RVM as
obligatory passage point falls it will thus promote a domino effect making pointless any effort required
for adapting to the scripts envisaged by the RVM itself (see next paragraph for details).

Furthermore, as demonstrated by STS literature about infrastructures (Leigh-Star, 1999), failure re-
veals what is normally invisible to users, for instance the tasks assigned to an apparatus of technologies.
In this specific case, the failure in triggering the shorter path for circular economy allows us analytically
to deal with two further categories about the agency of technological artefacts such as: the scripts that
RVMs promote and the related delegations of tasks from the waste management system directly to the
user.

4 Scripts and Delegations

To throw plastic, aluminium cans, glass, paper in dedicated garbage containers requires a specific activ-
ity of sorting. For plastic, potentially among the most problematic materials to be reprocessed (Nace,
2017), this is particularly crucial. Indeed, not every single plastic resin is recyclable or is actually recycled
(Ibidem) also because too costly and thus inefficient (Dars Ellis, 2012). The most convenient category of
plastic is Plastic Number 1, PET.
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Let’s reconstruct the trajectory of the long path (figure 2) for a PET bottle®: once collected for in-
stance from kerbside, waste management municipal service move the bottle (together with other litter
such as other plastic resins waste) to an eco-centre. Then, the waste needs to be sorted, that means sepa-
rated by wastes and packages that are made of other plastic resins (Polypropylene — PP or High-density
polyethylene — HDPE). Plastic resins need to be processed homogenously, that means that each bale
should contain only the same kind of plastic. After that, bottles are washed to ensure that plastic is as
pure as possible. Then, it is crushed by processing industry into small flakes before finally be compacted
into pellets ready to be used by industries that will use them to extrude new products (Dars Ellis, 2012).

What is clear from this sketchy description is that the system of recycling has several different tasks
to be performed in order to obtain new raw material to be re-used for new products. Such a process
necessarily has some costs that normally relapse on the end-user of recycled polymer as well as on the
citizen that pays for waste management. The shorter path reduces these costs; it provides to processing
industry an already selected and cleaned plastic. From this derives the value that contributes to the
reward provided by the RVM.

This time I sorted my waste differently. Indeed, I collected plastic bottles separately in a bag
in order to bring them to another destination. A reverse vending machine (RVM) has been
settled to receive a specific portion of waste: polyethylene terephthalate (PET) the type of
plastic used for disposable beverage bottles. If I bring my PET bottles to the RVM, that
otherwise would be only waste to me, it will provide me a small amount of money, actually
a coupon, I can use in local shops as discount. I have come across this opportunity very
recently and it looks convenient.

(Extract #4, ethnographic notes from fieldwork)

RVM:s are designed to accept specific kind of packages that are normally inserted in the recycling
path all together; in other words, the RVM has its script through which properly interact. As any other
technology or artefact (Akrich, 1992) RVM embodies specific value systems that shape the way through
which users are allowed and, conversely, not allowed to use it. In this case, since the shorter path of
recycling need to cut the costs of sorting and transport to produce value within the circular economy
framework the designers of the machine, the passage point, set up specific features that imposes rules
of interaction. In other words, a script. Technically, as previously said, this is obtained with the design
of the small doors and the diameter of the holes for bottles. This is not the only strategy: indeed, the
second RVM visited in a shopping mall (figure 1, on the right) only few kilometres far from the town
centre described before, imposes explicit rules: “Reduce, recycle, reward. Bring here 10 empty [PET]
water bottles. 10 bottles = 1 coupon for discount” (emphasis added).

So, in this case the rules for interaction are settled very clearly: the acceptable bottles are explicitly
indicated, as well as the minimum amount required to get the reward. One could object that it is not
actually influencing how to perform the entire chain of actions that constitute the practice of recycling;
indeed, it seems to limit its influence to the imposition of how dealing with a specific basic task, namely
how to throw bottles. However, if we examine what is needed to perform the bestowing of PET bottles,
we can realize how those scripts actually delegate tasks that are normally part of the longer path of waste
management. Indeed, RVMs are oriented at, or presume a, reshuffling of waste management, entirely.

I read carefully the instructions. They are written in green block letters clearly visible. Ac-
cording to them, I should only insert bottles and caps separately and then push a button
to get my reward. A last effort consists of putting bottles and caps one by one; it takes just
few minutes but longer than emptying my bins in the garbage container. Overall, I think
the game is worth the trouble. Recalling to my mind the steps I made up to this point, still,
the whole operation seems convenient, although I had to further select my waste, separate
a part of it and finally bring it here. Indeed, here the system is designed for rewarding my
efforts: the coupon and the reassurance that my PET bottles will follow a shorter, more

13.  Minervini (2013) actually did it. In performing a valuable ethnography of a recycling centre, he concretely followed the
recycling path of his wine bottle.
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convenient and more environmentally friendly path toward recycling.
(Extract #s, ethnographic notes from fieldwork, RVM in the city centre)

To better understand this element another ANT concept may help: it is called as program of action
(Akrich & Latour, 1992). Taking a step back about how recycling PET bottles works I figure out a
detailed path. Indeed, to perform a proper recycling some steps, as described before, are necessary. Each
step corresponds to a specific task to be performed. Each task is assigned to a specific actor (see figure
2) and this is the detailed program of action. But in order to produce value — to implement circular
economy — these tasks need to be delegated to a less costly actor. Such a program of action of recycling
PET bottles is similar to the longer path but, through a series of delegated task included in RVMs scripts,
itshortens the path. This means that who defined the scripts expects users to include the act of bestowing
selected waste in a defined series of tasks, thus outlining a program of action.

The shaping of the program of actions qualifies agency of artefacts such as RVMs. Indeed, it is a
way through which the agency of a material component of a practice influences the shape of the practice
it-self.

The woman describes to me how the RVM works. While she is inserting the bottles in the
hole separating them from caps, she explains to me:

“It’s a pain in the neck because it requires time in separating bottles and to get here, but
at the end of the day you can recover something [she hinted at the touch screen through
which select the discount coupon] for the grocery and you produce less waste. Here it is
comfortable since I can come by car. So, it is ok. Fortunately, today there is no queue.”

She concludes to bestow the bottles she brought there in her bag, selects the discount on
the touchscreen of RVM, she pushes the button to get the coupon. She tears the bill apart
and heads towards her car.

(Extract #6, ethnographic notes from fieldwork, RVM at the shopping mall)

As described in the field notes and conversations with a user, it is possible to point out at least three
of them:

1. Selection: a further and more refined selection among plastic waste;
2. Transport: selected plastic wastes need to be appositely brought to the RVM;

3. Separation: further separation of components of plastic waste is required at the moment of be-
stowing it to the RVM.

Selection is the first necessary task to be performed. In the case of the RVMs considered so far, it
means to sort out part of a more general waste category (plastic) that normally would be grouped to-
gether not considering the resins. Concretely this is translated in storing PET bottles in another place, a
bag, a bin or a crate. This might not be a difficult task, but it can reroute normal domestic arrangements
even for a recycling household: from merely allocating room for the outcome of the further selecting
criteria, to the time to be dedicated to such a task. For the latter, it should be reminded that the RVMs
are not as capillary diffused as garbage bins, nor as door-to-door recycling scheme. Thus, using them re-
quires an out-of-sync moment for delivering PET bottles to RVMs compared to regular recycling path
as it emerged from the field. This brings us to the second delegation, transport: selected plastic waste
needs to be brought to the specific places where the closest RVM is located. According to direct observa-
tion and to the review of media releases, RVMs may be settled in town centre, in a shopping mall or even
in a parking lot. To carry appositely selected bottles means to include such a destination into one’s own
route. Independently on the convenience of walking, cycling or driving on regular basis with a bag full
of waste, this might be an uncomfortable task since it might be awkward and inappropriate. We should
keep in mind that the stability of practices is assured by interconnection with complementary ones (Har-
greaves, Longhurst & Seyfang, 2013). Indeed, as Blue, Shove, Carmona and Kelly (2016) remind us, there
are some practices that have their right places — and moments as well — to be performed: to be aware of
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this is part of the skills and knowledge required for carrying on practice in connection with other ones.
The appropriateness of bringing waste in non-conventional places for waste might interfere with other
practices thus representing a burden.

The final task delegated to user is separation of bottles from caps. Separating the components of the
beverage package is a final necessary task that maximize the previous ones: indeed, such a task further
safeguards homogeneity of the resins. The two components are made of different kinds of plastic. Look-
ing at accustomed users of RVMs separating bottles from caps is a mechanical gesture but, as described
through fieldnotes (extracts #4, #5), at the same time it makes the whole operation longer compared to
simply throwing plastic (even if sorted) in a dedicated trash bin.

Taken all together the three delegated tasks are consistent with the reduction of steps for the path of
recycling; and this actually allows to save time and energy. Each task reliefs the entire chain of a burden
that can be monetized. In doing so, the RVMs to work properly, at least, requires a specific reshuffling
of the conventional program of actions for domestic waste management; through its scripts it delegates
three crucial tasks that contribute to create value out of waste.

This actually contributes to implement a circular trajectory involving heterogeneous actors (users,
technologies, municipality, wastes) enrolling them into a network of interactions that can be called an
assemblage or an actor-network (Latour, 200s).

At this point we might ask ourselves: does technology changes behaviours or re-configures practices?
The answer to this question needs to recall what discussed in the previous pages.

5 Conclusions

The analysis provided here concentrated on RVMs functioning and the re-composition of everyday prac-
tices they are supposed to bring. I recovered some elements from seminal works of STS especially recall-
ing key concepts from ANT to explore in depth an attempt to reshape domestic waste management prac-
tices brought by RVMs. This brought me discuss in an empirically informed analysis the performativity
of non-human actors within a significant environmental issue such as domestic waste management.

From an analytical point of view this strategy offered at least two advantages: on the one hand, it
allowed to analyse both users and waste managers; on the other, as a starting point it gives back a more
accurate analyse of waste recycling as mundane activity. I used an eclectic methodology including con-
tent analysis of media releases and field-notes from a self-ethnography. Thus, I extrapolated scripts as
designed by engineers that created RVMs, as publicly presented and by following them, their values
systems and tasks delegated to users.

I took advantage of the path already made by the fruitful contamination of the theories of practice
by environmental sociology in the specific research area of sustainable consumption. As already recalled
above, it contributed sensibly to show empirical and analytical opportunities deriving from such an
approach provided relevant theoretical insights for advancements in social theory (Warde, 2014) further-
more have been tested in dealing with social change (Spaargaren, Lamers & Weenink, 2016) also in a
multilevel perspective (Hargreaves, Longhurst & Seyfang, 2013).

More specifically, what has been done here was the re-injection of an STS perspective setting the
technology at centre of the focus of the analysis of domestic waste management as social practice. Re-
cently the material component of social practices has been judged as just as “employed, manipulated and
constructed by the participants in their doings and sayings” (Spaargaren, Lamers & Weenink, 2016, p. 9)
thus refusing the performativity of non-human actors. The case of RVM:s for plastic recycling proofed
the non-neutral role of technology emphasising the performative ability of the materiality into social
practices.

Partially following the idea of RVMs producers: technology can be the promoter of a different set of
actions in recycling. Shove, Pantzar and Watson (2012) in their book directly rely on such idea in order
to stress the point of the material component of their triadic system for the understanding of social
practice.

More specifically posing the material component at the centre of the analysis of social practice en-
riched the discussion about the two areas of the recycling process:
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a) the purpose of reducing the share of disposal and creating profit within the framework of circular
economys;

b) the users who are asked to perform recycling, namely sorting, transporting and further separating
materials.

The category of delegation allowed to outline how to enact circular economy this way articulates
around a diffused chain of mundane arrangements. To produce profits for all the actors involved in the
path, some steps need to be performed differently. Scripts imposed by engineers through RVM allow
the value creation since they delegated at least three tasks to the end user. Itis therefore a delegation from
the artefact to the user forcing him to direct and reorganize different aspects of his daily life by investing
time, space and energy. Indeed, it influences program of action (Akrich & Latour, 1992; Latour, 1992)
for recycling PET bottle as it was meant originally by municipal waste management.

So, we cannot speak only of a delegation to the artefact (or technology in this case). This process
goes in an opposite direction either. Technology requires tasks to be delegated to properly function in
order to accomplish its duty. Hence, within the debate on the agency of objects in the framework of
social practices analysis, it is even more relevant to the present discussion.

This consideration brings us to an answer for the question about the technological push toward
changing behaviour. In principle, an approach based on theories of practice should refuse the idea of
a pure incentivization through a technological push; several commentaries, review articles and research
papers mentioned before already explored critically the issue of behaviouristic approach and its limits.
So, literature is quite well aligned. However, for such a case study this answer is not enough; indeed, as
shown before, the change of behaviour is exactly within the state of mind of RVM producers. A direct
response relies on the reception of the two RVM:s visited: it is not by chance that a perfectly working
RVM is active in a shopping-mall while the one “out-of-grid” is located in an elegant street of a town
centre. Social practices to be performed need to be enrolled in other chains of actions or, better to say,
into other bundles of already established practices. Thus RVMs, and more in general technology, is not
changing behaviour but it can shape practice of waste recycling provided that it relies on a stable network
or relationships, or an actor-network.
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Abstract

In this comment to the Symposium on the Contamination of Practices, the author reflects on the birth
of practice theory, as emerged from the work done with his colleague Elizabeth Shove. In doing so,
the comment outlines that the interest to develop this approach especially emerged from the author’s
frustration with the perspective to consumption common in economics. Starting from this subjective
view, the article takes into consideration the contribution from the papers included in the symposium,
highlighting that their variety reveals the flexibility and usefulness of the practice approach.
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During the last few decades a real “bandwagon” of practice-based studies has emerged. Corradi,
Gherardi and Verzelloni (2010) have studied in detail different versions of this movement. They suggest
with good reasons that the bandwagon has spread through pluralism of conceptual labels and ideas.
Different disciplines have their own versions, eg. “Strategy as practice” or “Marketing as practice.” What
follows is a somewhat personal, surely biased, account of my personal “practice approach trajectory” ca.
2003-2014. Reading excellent papers of this volume inspired me to return back in time when my interest
arose.

In the next few pages I will try to catch what puzzled and what excited me when starting my work
on practice turn. The first step was already decades ago, when I enthusiastically — as a doctoral student
— read The Constitution of Society:
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The core subject of the social sciences is neither the experience of the individual actor, nor
the existence of any form of social totality, but social practices ordered across space and time”
(Giddens, 1984, p. 2).

The articles in this Symposium make me think how differently practice theories are approached
today compared to the situation when my interest first arose while reading Giddens (1984) and, more
than a decade later, The Practice Turn in Contemporary Theory (Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina, & Von
Savigny, 2001). Compared to my early, somewhat uneducated theoretical optimism, the authors here
(e.g. Volonté, Tosoni and Magaudda & Piccioni) seem to share a much clearer and less confused view
of what practice theory is good for, and how it could be used. Is this a proof of normalization of the
practice approach or alternatively a proof of forgetting complicated philosophical questions behind
practice theories? I am not sure.

As a doctoral student of economics, my earliest interest in practice approaches stemmed from my
frustration of seeing the “economic man” purely from an individualistic point of view. Methodological
individualism of mainstream economics manifested an under-socialized version of human behavior. At
the same time, the picture of human behavior in mainstream sociology was over-socialized (Granovet-
ter, 1985). In my early academic career, my response to this dichotomy was to work with terms such as
“choreography of everyday life” or “domestication of technology.” Since then some of these concepts
have become quite widely used and normalized when emphasizing agency-structure interdependencies.
Also, my dissertation, titled A Replicative Approach to Evolutionary Dynamics (1991), was much stim-
ulated by Anthony Giddens’s arguments for the recursive nature of human behavior and in specific
structuration theory overcoming the duality of structure and agency. Therefore, it is no big surprise
that listening to Alan Warde’s presentation in the spring of 2003 about potentiality of practice theories
in consumer research fascinated me a lot. It is possibly through everyday life repetitions and ordinary
routines that changing consumption patterns could be approached.

According to Warde, theories of practice justify the rejection of analyses based on models of either
homo economicus or homo sociologicus. At that time I asked Warde whether any ready-made text existed
and he sent me a draft of his 2003 CRICT Discussion paper. Picture 1 reveals my reactions and excite-
ment: the paper is full of underlining, exclamation and question marks. It was through this paper that I
learned of both Schatzki and Reckwitz, both of whom became in many ways corner-stones in my forth-
coming joint work with Elizabeth Shove.

I remember that some parts of Warde’s text were quite complicated to understand, such as the dif-
ference between “practice as an entity” and “practice as a performance.” Warde’s paper was published in
the Journal of Consumer Culture in a purified (to me, less interesting) format (Warde, 2005s). It became
one of the most cited articles of the journal.

I appreciated Warde’s use of rich theoretical sources and, in specific, a plea for multiple methods:
from the practice point of view, most forms of data collection are suitable (This fitted well to Giddens’s
appreciation of multiple disciplines, say geography or history, in social scientific account). I felt that
there was a major difference compared to standard consumer economics, which simply dealt with ex-
ogenously given preferences, changing incomes and prices. Importantly, practice-based theories could
add competencies and various feedback mechanisms (e.g. endogenous preferences and technology) to
the vocabulary of consumer research.

Later, the emphasis of multiple methods and theories took place concretely later on in many articles
written by me together with Elizabeth Shove. When studying, for instance, digital photography or floor-
ball trajectories (Shove & Pantzar, 2007), we used many “social learning methods,” such as participatory
observation or autoethnography, in addition to interviews. As Stefano Crabu (2019) in this volume em-
phasizes, social learning is an essential part of practice-based theories. In many ways, my trajectory from
being an economist to becoming a practitioner of practice theory reminds to what Crabu tells about
social learning in precision medicine:

Learning is not a neutral process but it takes place in biographical and historical landscapes
that co-define peculiar forms and possibilities of participation and learning trajectories
(Crabu, 2019).
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paper (28 April 2003)
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Indeed, cooperation with Elizabeth Shove (a sociologist and an economist) implied a lot of time-
consuming negotiation of interpretations of our different epistemic positions. For instance, we dis-
cussed a lot whether we should characterize our framework as a “model” (as economists do), an “ap-
proach” or a “theory,” or how to make sense of the mechanisms by which individual acts and practice
complexes — relate to each other. When we operationalized our thoughts, we developed a kind of
“precision choreography of everyday life.” “Picturing practices” was one of the ways through which we
attempted to reach shared understandings. Many topics, such as the diffusion of digital photographing
and floorball (Shove & Pantzar, 2007) or nordic walking (Pantzar & Shove, 2010a), temporal patterns
of everyday life (Pantzar & Shove, 2010b) or fossilized practices (Shove & Pantzar, 2005) started from
simple curiosity or occasionally even from jokes. For me, as a consumer researcher, just the idea of in-
creasingly moving the focus from sayings (or artefacts) to doings and processes was definitely an essential
step.

I must admit that articulating various aspects of skills and competencies in daily practices was one
of the most demanding tasks for me, because standard economics totally lacks discussions of difterently
distributed and changing consumption skills. For an economist, motivational forces, material artefacts
or ideas (beliefs, values etc.) were much easier to grasp and theorize. My background in evolutionary
economics made historical trajectories or recursive nature of practices quite an obvious focus. In my ear-
lier work on — say — domestication of technology, I had emphasized that practitioners change within
social and material structures and they also affect changes in these structures. With practice theory, I
had to recognize that there is no definite end-point in domesticating technology.

It was 2003-2004 when serious work together with Elizabeth Shove started, as she visited me for
a few months at the National Consumer Research Centre. During the following ten years, our joint
interest led to several presentations, articles and one book focusing on practice theory. Both of us had
been interested in socio-material arrangements in our earlier careers and we also shared the appreciation
for Giddens’s work. Reckwitz and, more specifically, Schatzki provided useful theoretical tools to us.

At the very beginning we developed our argument by drawing simplified graphs and figures about
practice dynamics (e.g. picture 2). Working by and with drawings might be related to the fact that we
both have architects as parents. Because of coming from different epistemic cultures, picturing con-
cepts of practice was a method to negotiate and share understandings about the essence of our practice
approach. We also created some joint conventions. For instance, we fixed that different colors referred
to different classes of elements. Translating these thoughts into PowerPoint presentations was quite
easy. Path towards ready-made articles and a book was much more demanding. Fortunately, at that
time I had a five-year grant from the Finnish Academy and many ideas that we had developed together
as drawings then were articulated as joint written texts.

We developed a specific and quite simple model, which (Picture 2) we called integrative model of
practice, suggesting that practice is a process of integration resulting in a structured arrangement. In brief,
to persist and survive, practices have to attract and activate practitioners and other constituent elements
(material, image and skill). Practices and practice complexes are formed through multiple circuits of
reproduction. Very importantly, to close the loop, elements of practices are generated, renewed and
reproduced through practice arrangements.

We characterized cumulative forms of integration with terms like “normalization, routinization,
habit-formation, practice formation.” Practice innovations (and practices) proceed through variousinte-
grations. In this way, practitioners are innovators. Practices figure as something that actual and potential
practitioners can participate in or withdraw from. At the same time, practices are constituted through
performance. On one side of the coin, practitioners are “captured” by practices that make demands
of those who do them. On the other side of the coin, practices are constituted through participation
and defined by the activities of those who “do” them. This reminds of general evolutionary dynamics
suggesting that systems participate in the building of their own environments. It was especially impor-
tant to me, as an economist, that practice theory is opposed to any theory arguing for givens such as
exogenous preferences or technology (in mainstream economics). Schatzki’s (as well as our) version of
practice theory recognized the importance of both performativity and networks. It was also important
that practice theory opposes dualistic thinking, which manifests in such dualisms as mind-body, action-
structure and human-nonhuman. Contrary to Schatzki, in the spirit of ANT, we suggested that also

https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.1971-8853/10203 170


https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.1971-8853/10203

My Journey within Practice-Based Approaches Bandwagon Sociologica. V.13 N.3(2019)

Lol (
. . -
® @ . S | A
IS > -~
> P o
D -
-
-
>
4
= e & » £¥ Sov
> -
a > . S
- .S >
- Py > "- -

Picture 2: Evolution of practice complexes (from M. Pantzar’s and E. Shove’s Drawing book, 2005)

material artefacts are elements of practices.

We share with Nicolini’s (2012) practice approach an invitation to reiterate between two basic move-
ments: on the one hand, to zoom in on the accomplishments of practice; on the other hand, to zoom
out of their relationships in space and time. In addition to the notion of zooming in and out, in our
book we purposefully stressed zooming back and forth, thereby pondering empirical access not only to
spatial but also to temporal dimensions of practice.

Our colleague Inge Ropke from Denmark once expressed her hope that we could make a book pro-
viding a theoretically simple toolbox for anybody interested in using practice theory in empirical settings.
Indeed, our book (Shove, Pantzar & Watson, 2012) provided a kind of simple skeleton model of practice.
Hopefully, it has also generated interesting ideas and conjectures. However, now it feels a bit that our
simplified model has also led to oversimplified versions of practice approaches. Maybe one, including
me, should go now back to early texts by Schatzki, Reckwitz and Warde to revitalize and reorient the
view of practice dynamics.

In retrospect, I can say that in the early excitement I had quite a naive belief that practice theory
combining thinking and doing into a single framework could help me getting totally rid of both cog-
nitive rational models (typical to economics) or purely cultural explanation, e.g. social construction of
technology. Later on, I have recognized that at least for the purposes of operationalizing some aspects
of practice theory, it is useful to focus only on, say, intrinsic or extrinsic rewards, or infrastructures (as
Warde already anticipated in 2003). To some extent, I feel sorry that today most empirical studies in
the field of practice are purely based on interviews, whereas not so many are based on other forms of
observing and gathering data.

Many thoughts (and thanks) came into my mind when I read the papers of this volume. For me
one strength of practice approaches is their capacity to integrate various theoretical streams (here eg.
ANT or enactment theories) and very different topics. Indeed, flexibility and usefulness of the practice
approach is evident. It does not matter whether one is interested in body ideals (Volonté, 2019), reverse
vending machines (Giardullo, 2019), electric infrastructures (Magaudda & Piccioni, 2019), dark culture
(Tosoni, 2019), precision medicine (Crabu, 2019) or cooking (Domaneschi, 2019). Atleast, this variety of
texts proves that practice theory as a method sensitizes and structures thinking about various dynamic
processes inherent in everyday life. Possibly it also sets traditional theories of consumption, technology
and innovation in a more general framework. Ina Weberian sense, concepts serve to assist research rather
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than capture reality accurately:

Rather than being endowed with the capability to “replicate” the external word or define
any particular phenomenon, ideal types are constructed “utopias” that alone aim to facili-
tate empirical reality (Kalberg, 1994, p. 8s).

Seen this way,

each model is designed to engage, even constraint comparative historical researchers in a per-
petual back and forth movement between the empirical case, relationship, or development
under investigation and a conceptual framework (Kalberg, 1994, p. 12).
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Abstract

This article is a comment to the Symposium on the Contamination of Practices. It starts by discussing
the implication of contaminating theory in general and practice theory in particular. Then, it concen-
trates more specifically on three articles included in the Symposium, focussed on cooking by profes-
sional chefs, wine-tasting and fashion modelling.

Keywords: Practice Theory; Contamination; Cooking; Wine-Tasting; Fashion Modelling.

A theory, necessarily an abridged account of reality, ideally identifies elements that capture and rep-
resent all of the most effective forces generating social processes, events and patterns of conduct. Theo-
ries sketch out an analytical and explanatory route for scientific wayfarers, marking the terrain through
which they will pass and pointing out what to observe and measure. That is to say, the journey is a
consequence of the specific lens and compass involved. Someone else could pass along the road and see
other important sites and landmarks if armed with a different theory.

Over the twenty years since Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina, & Von Savigny (2001) announced a “practice
turn in contemporary theory,” theories of practice have gained significant traction through many empir-
ical applications and explanatory accounts. This special issue implies that, on balance, practice theories
provide good guidance, but systematically omit critical information. In response, the editors define their
mission as “contaminating” practice theories. My dictionary defines the verb o contaminate as “to defile
by touching or mixing with; to pollute; to corrupt; to infect.” These are strange objectives; to seek to
contaminate knowledge sounds malevolent. The noun, contamination, has a more positive variant, “the
blending into one of several stories, legends or plots.” Blending theoretical approaches is not necessarily
a sinister activity, for Sociology rarely benefits from pure theory. Supplementing the stories woven by
practice theory with others, through new applications testing its boundaries and limits, promises much.

Sociology does notlive through facts alone. An explicit and sustained addressing of theoretical issues
helps counteract an ever proliferating and perhaps stifling empiricism. We need greater clarity, explicit
working definitions of key concepts and more fitting together. Most of the theoretical improvisations
in this collection attempt to marry specific versions of practice theory — originating with Reckwitz,
Schatzki, Shove, Pantzar and Watson, and Spaargaren (the decision as to which is rarely discussed or
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justified, c.f. Nicolini, 2012) — to derivations from new materialism, Actor Network Theory, Material
Culture Theory, Science and Technology Studies, Pierre Bourdieu, and circuits of culture. The concepts
added are heterogeneous. They mostly work well enough in the context of the specific topics to which
they are addressed. If you want to understand the role of reverse vending machines (Giardullo, 2019),
then you probably need concepts whose focal point is machines, their design and their functioning. If
you seek to grasp wine-tasting (de Benedittis, 2019) it would be remiss not to notice the presence of
glasses and bottles but probably better to concentrate on eyes, tongues and noses.

Most of the essays are not so much abstract critiques of theories of practice as modifications directed
towards enhancing the explanation of specific substantive activities. The applications are often reveal-
ing, insightful and intriguing. The three papers allocated to me address practical, instrumental and
commercial activities: cooking (by professional chefs), wine-tasting and fashion modelling. In my view,
occupations are among the easiest types of activity for practice theory to analyse. In the office, the fac-
tory or the restaurant, freedom is limited; there are positions of power, people in occupational positions
are obliged by others further up a hierarchy, and by virtue of the competition with peers, to carry out
activities within certain parameters. Despite variability in performances due to differences in compe-
tence and technique, in adaptability, in inclination and aptitude, in embodied physiological capacity,
etc., practitioners follow similar scripts. Perhaps therefore this type of scientific object requires fewer
supplements.

Paolo Volonté (2019) offers a relatively straight-forward application of the theory of practice to fash-
ion modelling. He emphasises inertia, routines, embodiment, the entanglement of performances and
practices, habitat and convention. Using illustrations and demonstrations founded upon the most de-
tailed ethnographies available (most notably Mears, 2011), he offers a fresh angle on the tyranny of slen-
derness and the specific techniques of the body which define walking the catwalk. The interpretation
of key features of modelling is excellent, but involves very little blending. Perhaps the account might
have benefited from some further exploration of themes within political economy, but it presents a very
convincing account of how some very puzzling ways of acting are perpetuated.

On the basis of participant observation as a professional expert, Mario de Benedittis describes the
procedures involved in wine-tasting. He extracts seven analytic dimensions from Andreas Reckwitz’s
(2002) theoretical essay — “1) bodily activities; 2) mental activities; 3) materials; 4) spaces; 5) background
knowledge and know-how; 6) emotions and motivational knowledge; and 7) language and meanings”
— which he uses to describe professional practice. Importantly, these elements could be applied to many
other domains of practice. He attributes suitable importance to bodies and instruments, but combines
them with the affordances of relative social positioning and social privileges of practitioners. His persua-
sive account contains the necessary concepts for a thorough yet analytically economical description of
crucial features of the activity. It is less a matter of what the materials do than how the interdependence
of things and people results in particular ways of doing a job and making judgements about aesthetic
quality. De Benedittis’s principal modification to a core practice theory framework consists in adding
Bourdieusian notions of habitus and positioning within fields to explain variations in practice.

Lorenzo Domaneschi (2019), by contrast, very ambitiously traverses many theoretical patches —
Poulain on the food space, Bennett and new materialism, Wilhite on distributed agency, Gherardi on
sociomaterialism, Schatzki and Bourdieu. To my mind, this results in overload and risks confusion by
blending too many diverse and probably incompatible ingredients. I am not convinced that the food
space, the theoretical axioms of new materialism and the analysis of symbolic power can be aligned in-
telligibly. A problem arises with blending if a large and fragmentary array of concepts from discrepant
origins come to obstruct detailed understanding and explanation. I therefore infer that blending is most
successful when governed by careful addition and melding of sympathetic ingredients, often in relatively
small quantities, and driven by specific explanatory purposes.

Overall, practice theory comes out of its interrogation in relatively good health. If we are looking for
strong and versatile theory, it can be a good place to start. Proposed corrections are mostly sympathetic,
implying that, despite significant differences within the group, practice theories have enough in com-
mon to constitute a viable and distinctive approach. There can be no doubt that they occupy a different
bed from rational action theory or functionalism. Achievements include showing that investigations led
by practice theoretical approaches tell us different things about activities than do alternatives. The pa-

https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.1971-8853/10229 176


https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.1971-8853/10229

Stirring Up Practice Theory Sociologica. V.13 N.3 (2019)

pers that I examined closely make some very interesting and distinctive observations about the activities
of wine-tasting, fashion-modelling and cooking, thereby producing very effective analyses of particular
practices. I certainly take away an improved explanation of why fashion models look too thin and walk
funny.

The normal approach to theorising is to identify the limitations of a given theory and to advance
means for dealing with its omissions or partialities in its own terms, rather than to blend one with an-
other. Should we modify or contaminate? Does blending enhance or detract from practice theory?
These papers show that features of different approaches or traditions can be successtully brought to-
gether to demonstrably improve analyses of particular situations or activities. Blending however occurs
to different degrees. Selecting appropriate supplements seems conditional upon precisely what is to be
explained. The temptation to put too many ingredients with little mutual affinity into the pot has to be
resisted.
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Abstract

This article is a comment to the Symposium on the Contamination of Practices. It starts by presenting
a concise picture of the adoption of the idea of practice in Science & Technology Studies and Organi-
zation Studies and then it offers some remarks on several of the articles included in the Symposium.

Keywords: practice theory; science and technology studies; organization studies; power.

Being a sociologist moving between the fields of organization studies (OS) and science and technol-
ogy studies (STS), I would like to start my comment with a statement, which is at the same time an
acknowledgment.

Among the various debates which have been influenced by the debate around practices, and which
have consistently contributed to it, OS and STS are particularly relevant.

In fact, it could be said that already before the publication of the seminal book by Schatzky, Knorr-
Cetina and von Savigny (2001), the “practice turn” invested the field of OS thanks to the work of scholars
interested in studying learning and knowledge from a situated perspective. It was 1991 when Lave and
Wenger developed the concept of “community of practice” to refer to a “set of relations among persons,
activity, and world, over time and in relation with other tangential and overlapping communities of
practice” (1991, p. 98). In that same year, Brown and Duguid sketched a “practice-based standpoint”
(1991, p. 41) and, some years later, Cook and Brown defined practice as “the coordinated activities of in-
dividuals and groups in doing their ‘real work’ as it is informed by a particular organizational or group
context” (1999, p. 390). Gherardi referred to practice as “the figure of discourse that allows the processes
of knowing at work and in organizing to be articulated as historical processes, material and indetermi-
nate” (2000, pp. 220-221), while Whittington, discussing the study of strategy in OS, wrote that “the
practice perspective is concerned with managerial activity, how managers ‘do strategy’ ” (1996, p. 732).

The idea that practice refers to what people concretely do when accomplishing an activity can be
traced back to STS and ethnomethodological studies of science. Laboratory studies (Latour & Woolgar,
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1979; Knorr-Cetina, 19815; Lynch et al., 1983), in particular, focused on “what scientists do” and the “ordi-
nary practical reasoning” they rely on during their everyday work. The advent of actor-network theory
(Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987; Law, 1987) made things even messier, adding non-humans to the possible
participants of a practice. Building on these premises and on the work conducted at the Xerox Park in
the 1990s, Suchman and colleagues (1999) were able to define technologies as “social practice,” showing
how technology may acquire different meanings and uses in relation to the local circumstances and the
practices in which it is embedded and to which it is connected.

This quick, partial and unexhaustive statement and acknowledgment of some of the early contribu-
tions on practice in the field of OS and STS was necessary to make clear that, as Barbara Czarniawska
(2015, p. 105) does, one could provocatively question what this “practice turn” is all about.

At a general level, I agree with Feldman and Orlikowski (2011) that the main features of “the family
of practice theories” (Reckwitz, 2016) regard the consequentiality of situated actions in the production
of social life, the rejection of dualisms, and the relationality of mutual constitution. At the same time,
as noted by Gherardi (2016, p. 682): “most practice theories agree on the ingredients of a practice —
actions, individuals, contexts, artifacts, rules, symbols, texts, discourses, and embeddedness — but they
disagree on the salient feature of each of them.”

Personally speaking, I take this disagreement as an advantage, in that it permits a continuous debate
among scholars and the constant development of the field of practices. Also, the papers that compose
this Symposium, in fact, do not exactly agree about the salient features of practices. In the paper by
Paolo Magaudda and Tiziana Piccioni (2019), for example, emphasis is on the relationship between tech-
nologies, action and infrastructures. In particular, the authors focus on the “infrastructural disclosures”
that occur when common actions related to smartphones (like messaging or searching the web) are dis-
rupted by a disalignment between smartphones and their infrastructure (made up of electricity, radio
signal, data, operative systems and platforms). In their analysis, Magaudda and Piccioni privilege the so-
ciomaterial dimension of practices and the relevance of the connections intercurrent not only between
humans and technologies, but also between different kinds of technologies. As famously stated by Star
(1999), what for some people and in regard to some actions represents an infrastructure (as for electricity
when we switch on the light), for some others (such as the engineers who have to build the entire electric
network) constitute a technology to be fulfilled in itself. In this respect, it is worth noticing how prac-
tice theory allows for taking into account the never-ending chain of heterogeneous connections which
turn stabilized actions and artefacts of a situated context into the problem at stake of another situated
context.

Also the paper by Lorenzo Domaneschi (2019) takes sociomateriality as a key characteristic of prac-
tices through which investigating professional cooking. The paper shows how the attuning between the
embodied skills of the chef and the affordances carried by ingredients allows the work to be performed
correctly, especially in situations where the ability to improvise plays an important role. The analysis
reminded me of the paper by Jack Whalen and colleagues (2002) about “improvisational choreography”
in the work of a call centre. As for teleservice workers, who act on the basis of a routinized practice which,
by the way, may require from time-to-time a different “choreography” (meaning, arrangement) of the
elements involved in performing a competent telephone call, professional cookers have to find ways of
arranging differently elements that are supposed to be always the same, although they may vary in taste,
consistency, colour, and so on. In this way, not the body or the food, but the ordering of relationships
between the subject and the object, becomes the unit of analysis.

Different from Magaudda and Piccioni, Domaneschi concentrates on the role of the body, its senses,
and its techniques. As for many other activities where the body is at the frontline (Wacquant, 2004), it
is the body that becomes the infrastructure of practice. This infrastructuring role of the body becomes
even more evident in the study by Paolo Volonté (2019) on fashion modelling. The author nicely shows
how the body of female models (with its embodied skills and ideal “sizes”) is not the result of the pres-
sure and the power exerted by stylists or managers of the modelling industry. On the contrary, it is part
of a practice shared among all the actors of the fashion industry (stylists, managers, photographers, fash-
ion advisors, tailors and models themselves). Detaching the body from individuals and attaching it to
practice is the analytical move which permits Volonté to show the inertia of fashion practices and, most
importantly, how such inertia is not perceived by actors as a constraint, given that the aim of actors is
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precisely to host, interpret, and carry on that particular practice.

Here we witness the power of practice, states the author, and, I would add, the way power is under-
stood in practice theories. Traditional sociological approaches frame power as “an object, generally as
a capacity of a person, institution or other social actor” (Watson, 2016, p. 170). In practice theories, on
the contrary, power is always relational so that it needs to be performed and enacted: power only has
reality so far as it is manifested in moments of human action and doing (/bidem, p. 171). From this point
of view, one could argue that practice theories are all about power (Ibidem), in that power is seen as a
property of social relations. Not surprisingly, the intellectual heritage of practice theories is grounded
in the work of authors who have always dedicated explicit attention to power relations (such as Marx,
Foucault or Bourdieu).

At the same time, practice theories have often been criticized for dissolving power into micro re-
lations and interactions. This seems to me the old remark that mainstream sociological approaches
have typically addressed to phenomenological and interactionist perspectives and, later on, to postmod-
ernism. It would be out of place to engage in such a debate for this short essay, but I would like to
simply state that from my understanding of practice theories, power is a practice in itself. Not only that,
it could be argued that “power” (like “gender” or “capitalism”) is one of the very basic practices through
which our society is produced and reproduced (or “structured” in more traditional terms). We learn
power as an intrinsic dimension of the social world. As such, we also learn how to perform power in
every domain and space of social life: at home, at school, at work, in the street, at the restaurant, and so
on. Performing power, we become practitioners of it, and the more we practice it, the more we become
expert in mastering the process, as for every practice. But practices can be performed differently, and
this is where our responsibility as active subjects lies.
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