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In the last two decades, the laboratory studies approach has spilled beyond the boundaries of STS and into a wide variety of disciplines and venues. Of particular interest in this paper is the application of Actor-Network Theory (ANT) to the study of cities and the resultant substitution of microbes, scientific procedures, and networks of scientific knowledge with an emphasis on the interactions between nature, humans, and technology. This application of ANT to the mess of contemporary cities has opened up new ways of knowing and interpreting the urban condition while also producing compelling notions of hybrid landscapes, politics, and ethics.

In this paper, I reflect upon the methodology of ANT as applied to cities. I argue that the activity of tracing associations has important implications for the methodology and the methods chosen by the researcher. Applying ANT to cities requires more than just the application of a non-essentialist ontological and epistemological outlook and the recognition of nonhuman voices. Rather, the tracing of associations between humans and nonhumans needs to be understood as a performance with the urban researcher fully implicated in the research topic. This follows on the ‘performative turn’ in human geography that interprets research as an active process of relation building rather than a continuation of the production of more ‘wordy worlds’ as is common in the social sciences.

In this paper, I begin with a review of how ANT has been applied to cities by researchers in human and urban geography. I then suggest that these approaches can be enhanced with performative methods that allow researchers to engage directly with the nonhuman aspects of cities, taking inspiration from the urban flâneur of nineteenth century Paris as well as the Chicago School researchers of the early twentieth century. These practices of ‘botanizing the asphalt’ require significant renovation to reflect the contemporary stance of ANT researchers but offer unique opportunities to engage with the ‘realness’ of cities. I conclude by suggesting some ways in which urban laboratories can develop engaged and performative research approaches to produce knowledge that is more useful and applicable to the actors in the cities they are studying. 

