********* DRAFT NOTES FOR A TALK FOR THE PCST NEWWORK *********
By which I mean I am just trying out this particular arrangement of ideas & reserve the right to
change my mind later on & am sharing now in the spirit of sharing ideas & references :)

On Necropolitics & Science Communication in 2020
PCST Webinar 30.7.20, Dr. Emily Dawson, @emilyadawson, Emily.dawson@ucl.ac.uk
1. Intro slide, thank you for having me.
a. The thought that I’ve had on a loop for the past few months is the horror
that the exclusive, inequitable failings of the multidiscipline we call
science communication has demonstrable implications for life and death
on a mass scale.
b. To have said in a previous year that social justice in science
communication was a matter of life and death would have had me
accused of hyperbole, but this year it seems to me the inescapable
conclusion of the world we are living in.
c. So today I will try to explain how thinking about our field of work in terms
of what Achille Mbembe called Necropolitics seems not only fitting, but if
it is not a call to action then I have no idea what else people need to see,
read, hear or think in order to support field wide change.
2. I hear these refrains about normality a lot, as I’m sure many of you do too & I
wanted to start by turning to think about what normal might mean for science
communication and the broader context in which we all live and work.
a. So far, since April 5 of ‘my’ people have died, a 6th & 7th are on the cusp
and yet this seems tiny in comparison to a colleague for whom 110
people have died. There are many similarities and differences between
my colleague & I, but perhaps most notably for these numbers & the
broader context of such numbers, she is from an Afro-Caribbean
background, while I am from a mixed European background.
b. While in classes before 2020 I described some of the structural
inequalities that have so visibly intersected in 2020 through talking about
the racism & sexism demonstrated by maternal mortality rates, from now
on I imagine we will point to the pandemic stats instead.
c. Similarly where I have taught about racist bias in algorithms and state
surveillance, incarceration statistics and border-crossing mortality
numbers, the state violence in response to Black Lives Matter civil rights
movements in the US and beyond will serve as a further chilling
illustration. And I don’t want more examples.
d. 2020 is, from these perspectives, the same as much as it is different, part
of a normal I suggest we try not to return to
e. These stories are, in some senses, a microcosm of the larger picture in
which, I will argue today, Science Communication plays its own roles.
Roles, which I will suggest, might be seen as part & parcel of the
reproduction of structural inequalities.
3. What does it mean in our societies to be outside what Nirmal Puwar calls the
“somatic norm” of the public or citizenry, that is, to find your body doesn’t fit,
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your practices and knowledges are marked as deficient, that in other words, you
don’t count.
a. And what is the most extreme version of being outside these ‘somatic
norms’, the most extreme versions of not counting? Well, many scholars
argue, we could think of it as death.
b. So from work in North American Black Studies scholars such as Saidiya
Hartman have written about this state of being as a form of social death,
as experiences of racism with roots in the Transatlantic slave trade, which
in her turn Katherine McKittrick describes as the “mathematics of Black
life”, life structured, for these scholars in north America, through the lens
of death.
c. Further afield, Achille Mbembe’s argues that what he terms
“necropolitics” is precisely about how certain bodies or groups are
devalued to the point of death
4. Now, For Achille Mbembe, necropolitics is a description of how power operates,
with, in much of his work, a focus on war, colonialism and terror.
a. In my pre-2020 readings of his work I had found much to think about but
had not linked these ideas to science communication,
b. But since the pandemic was announced on March 11th by the WHO, and
the ensuing data sets about which families, communities, cities and
countries were worst affected, I was kept thinking that science
communication was, at this time, very clearly implicated in the machinery
of necropolitics, in the politics of who, in Mbembe’s words (2019, p. 80)
“the capacity to define who matters and who does not, who is disposable
and who is not.”. In other words, who gets ill, who recovers and who dies.
5. What does this mean in the context of my research? This is a current screenshot
from the UK Office of National statistics webpage to set the scene because there
are three main strands to I think about most here:
a. First, lets think about science and society relationships. In years that were
not 2020 I typically have to justify my attention to science and how
inclusions and exclusions around science work. Long arguments about
why science is an extremely salient part of contemporary societies,
political in both a small ‘p’ and capital “P” sense have been needed. Well,
no more. The pandemic has made science of central concern to all. No
more do we need to patiently explain why it is important to be able to
access scientific information, to be able to judge it, laugh at it, critique it,
add to it, work with it, use it or reject it, to be able to see how it is
politicised and who is using it.
b. Second, lets think about social justice as it relates to those science &
society relationships. Again, justifying why science and society
relationships ought to be understood as deeply political, often hegemonic
and assimilationist in their commitment to reinforcing patterns of power
has been part of my work. That Black Lives Matter civil rights protests
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were held in many countries in 2020 alongside the horrifying statistics
demonstrating how racism and class discrimination intersect in COVID 19
morbidity and mortality surely answer the question “why is social justice
important for science and society relationships”.
c. Third, as I argued in an Ecsite webinar in May, the patterns of which
communities are worst affected by COVID 19 and which are least
supported by Science Communication either as audiences, users, visitors,
contributors or practitioners speaks volumes.
i. It says to me that we cannot escape that science communication
practices are enmeshed with life and death situations around the
world.
ii. It says to me that the structural inequalities that shape our
societies as well as science communication practices mean that
those who arguably might benefit most from equitable science
communication practices are those the field has worked least
with.
iii. It says to me that we must take responsibility for the roles this
sector plays in the broader world, and that that means change.
6. So where does this leave us? I suggest it leaves us to reconsider the driving
motivations of this messy multidiscipline, this umbrella term field of different
practices, institutions and stakeholders.
a. What does it mean to take social justice seriously in science
communication? I suggest it means being extremely averse to returning
to “normal”, and amidst the mess, to think about how to we support
socially inclusive change, how we create support & resilience for staff and
audiences, esp. the most vulnerable, as well as researchers and funders
b. How might we draw on the work of people like Sylvia Wynter or Walter
Mignolo to think about valuing, recognizing and honoring people who,
within & beyond science communication have been made to not count?
c. What might it mean to use this moment to overhaul and transform
practice when there are so many moving pieces to this, the complexity,
the dramatic, rapid & multiple changes
d. How can we think about navigating these complexities in thinking
differently about ‘mainstream’ science communication and how we
understand science & society relationships? What could this mean for
institutions, for teams, for projects, for individual humans?
7. In my work I look to science communication leaders in practice and research,
people like the wonderful team in this webinar, Luisa, Noni, Andrés, but also, as
you can see on the screen Elizabeth Rasekoala on my left, Sara Wajid on my
right, as well as Subhadra Das, Miranda Lowe, Vanessa Mignan, Summer Finlay,
Lindy Orthia, Sujatha Rahman. Liz Neeley, Luz Helena Oviedo, Claudia Aguirre,
Barbara Streicher, Sunshine Menezes, Erinma Ochu, Anita Shervington, Lewis
Hou & Hana Ayoob, and, of course, many more, whose insightful critiques,
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practices, constructive alliance building and inclusive leadership rejuvenates me
when I have my attacks of feeling too fed up.
a. From thinking about their work as well as my own experiences, it seems
clear to me that the world is full of amazing inclusive science
communication practices, but that many of these fall outside the
relatively narrow lens of ‘what counts and who counts’ for mainstream
science communication, particularly as it is configured in the Global
North,
b. So to that end I suggest that one of the most useful things we might all do
is to think about how to constructively build mutually beneficial (not
extractive) relationships within & beyond our communities to work out all
the different possibilities for meaningfully inclusive science
communication.
c. As my colleague Dr. Uma Patel argues, there is not one story or one
answer to these questions.
8. Unless we want to remain complicit in countless more deaths to come, I suggest
we do this in a hurry, so I leave you with a quote from Grace Lee Boggs, US civil
rights activist “A revolution that is based on people exercising their creativity in
the midst of devastation is one of the greatest contributions of humankind”
Thank you very much for listening.
References: (I’ve fleshed this out in hopes of being helpful, it is not a full inclusive
science communication reading list by any means, nor perfectly formatted, just the
things I was thinking about when working on this talk)
•

•

•
•
•

•
•

Canfield, K. N., Menezes, S., Matsuda, S. B., Moore, A., Mosley Austin, A. N.,
Dewsbury, B. M., . . . Taylor, C. (2020). Science Communication Demands a
Critical Approach That Centers Inclusion, Equity, and Intersectionality. Frontiers
in Communication, 5(2).
Das, S., & Lowe, M. (2018). Nature Read in Black and White: decolonial
approaches to interpreting natural history collections. Journal of Natural Science
Collections, 6, 4-14.
Dawson, E. (2019). Equity, exclusion & everyday science learning: The experiences
of minoritised groups. London and New York: Routledge.
Dawson, E., & Streicher, B. (2020). Responding to the pandemic: a social justice
perspective. Spokes, 63, Online.
Finlay, S., & Wenitong, M. (2020). Aboriginal Community Controlled Health
Organisations are taking a leading role in COVID-19 health communication.
Australian and New Zealand journal of public health. Online First.
Hartman, S. (1997). Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in
Nineteenth-Century America. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press.
Mbembé, J., (2019). Necropolitics. Translated by Corcorin, S. Durham and
London: Duke University Press.

4

********* DRAFT NOTES FOR A TALK FOR THE PCST NEWWORK *********
By which I mean I am just trying out this particular arrangement of ideas & reserve the right to
change my mind later on & am sharing now in the spirit of sharing ideas & references :)

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

•

•

•

McKittrick, K. (2014). Mathematics Black Life. The Black Scholar, 44(2), 16-28.
McKittrick, K. (Ed.) (2014). Sylvia Wynter: On being human as praxis. New York &
London: Duke University Press.
Mignolo, W., & Walsh, C., E. (2018). On decoloniality: Concepts, analysics, praxis.
London and New York: Duke University Press.
Ochu, E. (2014). Citizen social science deepens the human and relational aspects
of the social scientific method.
Orthia, L. A. (2020). Strategies for including communication of non-Western and
indigenous knowledges in science communication histories. Journal of Science
Communication, 1-17.
Patel, U. (2015). A discourse history of technology enhanced learning research
(1945-2012). PhD Dissertation.
Puwar, N. (2004). Space invaders: race, gender and bodies out of place. Oxford
and New York: Berg.
Raman, S., Hobson-West, P., Lam, M. E., & Millar, K. (2018). Science Matters and
the Public Interest: the role of minority engagement. In B. Nerlich, S. Hartley, S.
Raman, & A. Smith (Eds.), Science and the Politics of Openness: here be monsters
(pp. 230-250). Manchester: Manchester University Press
Rasekoala, E. (2019). The seeming paradox of the need for a feminist agenda for
science communication and the notion of science communication as a ‘ghetto’ of
women’s over-representation: perspectives, interrogations and nuances from
the global south. Journal of Science Communication, 18(4), C07.
Rasekoala, E., & Orthia, L. A. (2020). Anti-racist science communication starts
with recognising its globally diverse historical footprint. LSE Impact of Social
Sciences, accessed 30.7.20
Wajid, S. (2020). Trust and shared understanding about the value of cultural
diversity is vital. Museums Journal (120/02).

5

