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It is the speculative affirmation that things might be otherwise but will be 
otherwise only if we learn to cultivate the art of being affected by what 
we learn to listen to, and of thinking with – not about – what affects us. 
(Isabelle Stengers in an interview with Jensen and Thorsen, 2019: 18)

It is dark as we step into the room. With a soft click, Mrs Camoreggio (name 
changed), our tour guide through a waste-to-energy plant in Switzerland, switches 
on the lighting, indirectly illuminating the narrow corridor below, from where my 
students and I surge. Proudly, she presents us with what in technical jargon is 
called ‘slag’: a slimy substance that leaves the incinerator (at a temperature of 
more than 1,000 degrees) as a waste product in a process that converts garbage 
to district heating – a form of heat, by the way, that has become astonishingly 
desirable in times of climate change and skyrocketing gas prices. On its way, the 
slag gathers other materials that have proven incombustible. Then it cools down. 
Along with it cool potentially valuable materials, such as aluminium, copper, or 
zinc, which could not be decomposed by the fire.

in a SpEculativE mood: affEctivE waStE-

KnowlEdgE and SluggiSh SciEncE practicES

This essay is a thought experiment about waste-
knowledge, and technoscientific knowledge in general: 
how it is affected, how it affects unintentionally and 
potentially toxically, and when it should be open to 
being affected.

Figure 1: Solidified slag, 
demonstrating a granular but 

uniformly grey mash.

Kathrin Eitel
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Another soft click transforms the environment from one illuminated by a cool, 
clinical white light, to a pleasant pink glow. This immediately feels much more 
comfortable, and Mrs Camoreggio enthusiastically shows us the remaining alu-
minium, copper, and zinc, which now gracefully appear from the solidified slime 
by means of the black light. Suddenly, I have the feeling that I am listening to 
a success story, as Mrs Camoreggio explains to us how recent technological 
innovations, over the course of a few years, have made the extraction of these 
valuable materials possible. By adding toxic chemical substances, the material-
isation process of the slag can be reversed. It becomes gooey again, enabling 
the materials’ subsequent removal. It sounds like a journey into the past, where 
time is outwitted. I am wondering how years of experience of working with and 
giving tours in the waste-to-energy plant as a female (in a male-dominated world) 
has affected the knowledge that is conveyed to us. Or, in other words: how does 
ordinary knowledge, in the form of experiences accompanied by emotions, corre-
late with ‘hard facts’, facts that are considered scientifically proven and preferably 
detached from anything like feelings or personal experiences?

Figure 2: Black light reveals the 
metallic substances in the slag.

Affect is often described as the set of pre-individual bodily forces that are con-
nected to autonomic responses (White, 2017: 178), and as a form of indirect 
and non-reflective thinking that establishes spaces for “thought in action” (Thrift, 
2007). Affect denotes “visceral forces beneath, alongside, or generally other than 
conscious knowing, vital forces insisting beyond emotion” (Seigworth and Gregg, 
2010: 1; emphasis i.o.). It is a capacity “to act and be acted upon” and resides in 
an “in-between-ness” (Seigworth and Gregg, 2010: 1; emphasis i.o.). It is above all 
sticky – it is “what sticks, or what sustains or preserves the connection between 
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ideas, value, and objects” (Ahmed, 2010: 29). The decisive aspect of affect is its 
omnipresence: it “hums with the background noise of obstinacies and promises, 
ruts and disorientations, intensities and resting points … [and] stretches across 
real and imaginary social fields and sediments, linking some kind of everything” 
(Stewart, 2010: 340). However, affect is often stigmatised as being of minor im-
portance – especially when it comes to the creation of an otherwise knowledge 
that could contest the fixed rationalities upon which scientific knowledge produc-
tion relies. But affect does not stand-alone. It continuously becomes with. As Sara 
Ahmed (2010: 30) precisely describes, affect comes with the “messiness of the 
experimental, the unfolding of bodies into worlds, and the drama of contingency, 
how we are touched by what we are near”. 

[lEaKy EmotionS]

Given that it is in affect’s nature to permeate, it may be said that all knowledge, 
including scientific rationality, is always affected. What waste-knowledge is – and 
when it becomes – is very much dependent upon authority structures, power 
hierarchies, and sociocultural understandings of dirt and purity that are, in turn, 
connected to hegemonic dichotomies, such as nature–culture, woman–man, 
worthless–valuable (or, to cluster these: ‘nature = woman = emotion’ versus ‘cul-
ture = man = rationality/science’). At the same time, knowledge is always embed-
ded and thus situated (Haraway, 1988), but the form that such knowledge takes 
is dependent on ontonormative forces that claim a prerogative of interpretation. 
Knowledge about waste thus becomes fixed in certain sociomaterial constella-
tions. For instance, waste recycling programmes, waste reduction policies, and 
other regulations define what knowledge is and how it should be handled, and 
thus predetermine the relations within which ‘knowledge hangs’. Based on the 
presupposition that waste is mainly considered either toxic for living beings, bio-
spheres, and the whole planet, or valuable for the extraction of profitable sec-
ond-hand natural resources, Science and Technology Studies-related studies 
could demonstrate other relationships that waste and pollution undergo, enacting 
even fruitful encounters with multispecies (i.e. in marine plastispheres) as well as 
with humans (i.e.as in the reclamation of waste for survival and emancipation). 
However, attitudes to waste and pollution generally have an emotive element. This 
linkage makes knowledge apperceptive and useful for quotidian navigation. What 
do you imagine when you think of waste? It is a leaky, maybe disgusting, but cer-
tainly smelly material that probably comes to mind; maybe the thought of it sends 
shivers down your spine, makes your face contort or your eyes jump to the next 
section of this contribution. What probably does not come to mind at first is the 
clean plastic recyclate (pictured in Figure 3) that, in my experience, fills engineers 
with zestful enthusiasm.

Thus, knowledge about waste is always bound up with emotion. Yet, I would sug-
gest that it is undesirable, unsustainable, and – waste being an affecting material 
per se – not at all feasible simply to brusquely dissect this linkage and to artifi-
cially exclude emotion from the epistemological production process. For exam-
ple, the knowledge of how to deal with household rubbish is often associated 
with feelings of disgust – especially when it comes to organic waste – while the 
knowledge of how to avoid as much plastic as possible in everyday life, as with 
knowledge of technological ‘innovations’ in the recovery of valuable materials, can 
cause joy and euphoria. In this way, knowledge and power at once resonate in the 
kind of ordinary affects that Stewart (2007, 1) describes as “varied, surging capac-
ities to affect and to be affected that give everyday life the quality of a continual 
motion of relations, scenes, contingencies, and emergences”. These emotions 
catch people in something that feels like something. It feels like something and, 
I would add, changes consciousness. As a knowing-with, consciousness always 
comes with a knowledge of being in the world, with and through affective settings 
and situations, providing ways to navigate through quotidian life worlds. 
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While Mrs Camoreggio explains the tedious technical processes of the 
waste-to-energy plant – with its grey walls, crusty furnaces, and plentiful safety 
signs – I have to think about how the knowledge she is transmitting is obviously 
characterised by her many years of experience in this field, experience that goes 
far beyond, or rather, that is interwoven with, ‘pure’ scientific knowledge. It seems 
to have become affective knowledge, that is, a learned practice or skill resulting 
from the interplay between knowledge, emotion, and bodily experience; it is knowl-
edge that is not considered ‘proper’ and that resides in the in-between-ness, it is 
difficult to grasp and often cannot be explained, but it strongly influences the way 
one responds to something. 

Affective knowledge is, on the one hand, hardly discernible and often neglected 
(especially within frameworks of ontonormative epistemologies that are aligned 
with heteronormative dichotomies of male–female and scientific knowledge–or-
dinary knowledge) in technoscientific fields. On the other hand, it is embodied. It 
becomes visible through the in-between-ness of how we navigate truths, social 
realities, and life in general. 

This also reminds me very much of the urban recycling infrastructures e.g. in 
countries of the Global South, where the so-called ‘informal’ sector maintains 
the cleanliness of entire cities through the labour of bodies that rely on deep ex-
perience within the material, social networks of these urban environments (e.g., 
Fredericks, 2018; Nguyen, 2019; Stamatopoulou-Robbins, 2020; Doherty, 2021; 
Eitel, 2022a). Or as AbdouMaliq Simone (2019: 8) describes it, it is the “rhythm 
of endurance” that characterises those settings in which people know “how to 
move and think through various angles” (Simone, 2019: 8; see also Lancione and 
Simone, 2021), and which, as Itty Abraham (2022) puts it, (postcolonial) global 

Figure 3: Clean plastic pellets that 
are widely lauded by engineers 

as a victory for technology over 

undesirable waste.
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technology studies need to consider. However sluggish an endeavour this may 
be, given the normativity of other forms of knowledge, it need to be taken into 
account in order to stop epistemic violences. 

Knowledge may also be embodied indiscriminately, as through slow violence, that 
is, violence that harms bodies over an initially unforeseen time span and whose 
effects become visible only later (Davies, 2019; Nixon, 2013). An example might 
be the case of marginalised urban dwellers who have no choice other than to 
live close to dumping fields where toxic ashes and methane emissions harm hu-
mans and non-humans alike, both directly – from pollution on site – and indirectly 
through the acceleration of climate change. Here, the insight heavily inscribes it-
self into the body. This inscription comes to be through the processing of accu-
mulated impressions and experiences of knowledge gained with regard to one’s 
own social status, which are elucidated by spatial distribution and exclusion from 
relevant knowledge. In this way, affect in part defines and determines embodied 
forms of knowledge, and is dependent on scale. For instance, in the case of one 
person who ‘breathes the crap’ because they work in the landfill, and another who 
‘gets rid of the crap’ because they get to live in a clean city, one form of knowledge 
will be preferred or heard, depending on the distribution of power and degree of 
social inclusion, while the other will be excluded, or near excluded, from the dis-
course. A kind of biopolitics that proceeds transversally and in rhythmic pulse 
may shift techniques of oppression towards a governing-through from some-
where other than top-down government procedure.

[SEntimEntS aS a paSSagE]

Seeing affective (waste) knowledge as something not bound to a person or a 
body in the physical sense but rather to technologies, such as waste regimes, 
reveals another political dimension of this discussion. Knowledge per se is al-
ways in need of a means of dissemination – something that transports it over 
seemingly disconnected fields of interest and areas of daily life. It is affect here, 
as what Seigworth and Gregg (2010: 1) describe as the “passage (and the dura-
tion of passage) of forces or intensities”, that transports knowledge. Whether it 
be rendered as something scientific, emotional, or other-than-conscious, affect 
conserves knowledge by wrapping it up in emotional layers that provide a landing 
ground for adjacent thoughts and emotions. In this way, affect as “force or forces 
of encounter” is situated in an “in-between-ness and resides as accumulative be-
side-ness” (Seigworth and Gregg, 2010: 2, emphasis i.o.). As affect accumulates, 
“becoming a palimpsest of force-encounters” (Seigworth and Gregg, 2010: 2) or 
“moral sentiments” (Fassin, 2012: 1), it fixes an actor’s (whether a body’s or a tech-
nology’s) belonging to the world as well as the world’s belonging to the actor. 

The idea that technological innovations based on specific scientific knowledge 
are perceived to have almost supernatural power is not novel. Contemporary STS 
research has focused extensively on how ‘expertness’ has become a welcome le-
gitimation for programmes and initiatives undertaken in accordance with the UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goals, for example, and in the name of ‘sustainability’ 
or ‘waste recycling’. In this way, the sustainability discourse, which complements 
the development discourse, has given rise to what Didier Fassin (2012: 1) aptly 
calls “moral sentiments”. These exist nebulously around technologies and policy 
programmes that are dedicated to ‘helping’ the survival of our planet, engendering 
good feelings in those who act “morally correct”.

Within the development discourse, moral fixes about the correct forms of waste 
recycling have been established over the course of many years (Eitel, 2022b). 
Manifested in ‘waste regimes’, accumulated affective knowledge has enabled the 
maintenance and distribution of irrefutable ‘proper’ technoscientific knowledge 
about how to deal with waste best that has developed alongside long-established 
ways of doing politics. Based on waste fantasies that envision a world in which 
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universal recycling and disposal strategies are easily implemented everywhere 
and anytime (despite local diversity ‘on the ground’), knowledge and fuzzy senti-
ments alike are crucial players in the field (Eitel, 2022a). Waste regimes “consist 
of social institutions and conventions that not only determine what wastes are 
considered valuable but also regulate their production and distribution”, as Zsuzsa 
Gille (2007, 2012: 29) points out. Moreover, they are based on a complex concat-
enation of prevailing (waste) knowledge that has solidified the continuous pro-
duction of ontonormative epistemologies through repetitive and self-referential 
practices of ‘standards’, both inside and outside science, namely: measurement 
and computation, legibility, peer proof, replicability, and traceability (Knox, 2020; 
McKittrick, 2021). 

Through the contingent interplay of the relationship between scientific–expert 
knowledge and technological fixes and innovations that produces transversally 
situated and temporally widely ramified waste regimes, power merely shifts from 
nation states to the transnational level, evading any real redistribution. Such ‘new’ 
regimes of sovereignty are just as intertwined with the production of identities 
and with patriarchally influenced ways of governing that draw clear lines of inclu-
sion and exclusion, of what should and should not be preserved, and of what is 
or is not a matter of life or death (e.g., Mehrabi, 2020). Or, in other words, they are 
making agential cuts – as Karen Barad (2007, 2015) would put it. Technoscientific 
practices in this sense form, shape, and conceptualise our world through knowl-
edge. This knowledge is often not visible and yet it is key to many phenomena that 
affect the planet unequally, such as climate change. It affects incessantly.

Figure 5: A control room in a 
disposal plant in Central Europe. 

A representative example of how 

waste and its disposal are made 

manageable through processes 

of calculation, measurement, and 

control.
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While Mrs Camoreggio keeps explaining, I am thinking of how obvious it is that 
her knowledge is based on much more than ‘pure’ scientific knowledge. It is inter-
woven with affect. If sentiments are capable of guiding entire programmes and 
initiatives, as Fassin (2012) has demonstrated in the case of the development 
discourse, then how does the affective dimension apply to scientific knowledge 
and the architectures that keep it alive? As an organic technology that is also 
quite similar to the slag at the beginning, waste regimes seem to be stable and 
aloof. But ironically, they have much in common with the affectivity of accumulat-
ed emotions – that is, sentiments – on which they seem to rely, and which they 
toxically attempt to eliminate when it comes to ‘expert knowledge’ (understood as 
neutral, objective, and universal scientific knowledge that is representational and 
has nothing at all to do with affects).

[affEctivE invErSionS through fEminiSt SpEculationS]

Feminist STS scholarship views scientific and technological practices and appli-
cations as intertwined and inseparable, and as productive of gendered relations of 
power that intersect with other power differentials and markers of identity. Gender 
and identity are, then, always a product of science and technology (Åsberg and 
Lykke, 2010). Studies undertaken from this feminist perspective also pay atten-
tion “to the ways in which the discursive and material aspects of sociotechnical 
relations and processes of materialization are inextricably intertwined” (Åsberg 
and Lykke, 2010: 299), something that Donna J. Haraway (1989) also calls “mate-
rial-semiotic”. In these material-semiotic processes that bring forth bodies, identi-
ties, and knowledge, emotionality seems to have only a deferred place, shelved in 
spheres from which common scientific methods are unable to extract data.

The acknowledgement of affective knowledge ‘from the margins’ – knowledge 
that is neglected by ontonormative and prevailing epistemologies and intellectual 
principles, and is considered ‘unscientific’ or merely ‘emotional’ vis-à-vis ordinary 
knowledge – is crucial for a truly global STS. I suggest everting this knowledge in 
order to grasp affect as it oscillates from suppressed, neglected, or marginalised 
corners of knowledge production, where it finds no entry into prevailing forms of 
knowledge that affect the practices of regimes and systems. This means evert-
ing knowledge as that which always comes with specific worldviews, values, and 
identities, for instance by way of integrating marginalised worldviews, i.e. through 
speculative storytelling – or, if you like, figurations. I suggest that affective inver-
sions investigate how knowledge and its systems are based on affect and vice 
versa. Accordingly, I draw on Susan Leigh Star’s and Geoffrey Bowker’s (1999) 
concept of ‘infrastructural inversion’, which denotes a research strategy to closely 
examine the mundane (the functioning of infrastructures) by turning everything 
upside down, bringing inner life to the outside. A strategy of affective inversion 
implies first that interventions in affective knowledge can turn to the outside what 
is and what is not inscribed and emphasised. Second, it implies the immersion of 
content through feminist speculations. By taking seriously the reality-constitut-
ing power of tropes and narratives, feminist speculations reclaim interpretative 
sovereignty over classifications, identities, (future) realities, and the production of 
affective knowledge. 

In the form of a situated art of crafting the world, speculations aim to contest dis-
cursive fixes, knowledge framings, and hegemonic positions. This could be ‘SF’, 
as Haraway (2016: 2) defines it: “science fiction, speculative fabulation, string fig-
ures, speculative feminism, science fact, so far”. In this way, speculative feminism 
“gives its destabilizing power to the mostly proximate sense we may have of the 
possibility for things to be otherwise, what we may feel in the interstices of what 
presents itself as reality”, as Isabelle Stengers points out (Jensen and Thorsen, 
2019: 14). As the sub-plenary session on ‘Techno-science-fictional futures: meth-
ods, forms, norms’ at the 2022 EASST conference has exemplarily demonstrated 
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(Cozza et al., 2022), this call is already being answered by a growing number of 
STS-inspired scholars who base their speculative visions on ethnographic studies. 

STS as a discipline1 is well equipped to undertake experiments and interventions 
in its own areas of epistemological production, to be affected by other ways of 
knowing (waste and recycling) in its critical examination of North–South divides 
(Abraham, 2022), and to overcome seemingly fixed binaries of the conceptual and 
the empirical (Jensen, 2014). The study of waste from a (feminist) STS perspec-
tive is crucial here to understand that toxicity and pollution (understood in a broad 
sense) are more than environmental exposures and problems, but that they also 
affect epistemologies, other-knowledge, and bodies in a toxic and eventually vio-
lent way. I am not suggesting that our knowledge is waste, but that the way it is 
built on, ramified, and enacted is highly toxic both within and outside academia. 
Ultimately, I think that such interventions may provide a chance to become af-
fected by the unquantifiable and the ephemeral, through an assault of that which 
seems at once chaotic and impressive. 

Focusing on what leaks out of scientific practices in the Global North, and what 
STS can learn from affective approaches, new knowledge regimes, and other lo-
cal, indigenous, and black epistemologies, brings me to the following call: STS 
and technoscientific practices need to come out of their sluggish vortex of im-
agination about sovereign knowledge. This is inherent to many academic insti-
tutions and is lived, whether in the in-house disciplines or in development policy 
projects, by transferring knowledge unilaterally (= demystification of the impera-
tive knowledge transfer) as well as by training ‘experts’ who are then supposed to 
drive development in the Global South according to our knowledge benchmarks 
(= decolonization of epistemic infrastructure). As knowledge is wielded through 
transnational and transversally situated regimes (such as waste regimes), it is 
crucial to understand decolonialisation as an endeavour to dispossess power, to 
demystify the imperative of knowledge transfer, and to decolonise epistemic infra-
structures. This is an incomplete list. I end this essay by conveying emotions that 
my generation know all too well: hope that what is expressed will have an impact, 
and fear of criticism and exclusion once the text is ‘out there’. These are emotions 
that too often go unspoken. They are emotions that trigger how we accomplish re-
search, what we think is waste-knowledge, and what we consider to be valueless 
and a waste of knowledge.

1 Commonly referred to as a 
research stream, STS has in my view 

acquired more and more features of 

a discipline, through the foundation 

of scientific associations; entire 
BA, MA, and PhD programmes 

that carry STS prominently in their 

titles and curricula; and through the 

foundation of STS departments.
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