Workshop - Urban Laboratories: Towards a Science and Technology Studies (STS) of the Built Environment

Cities as disaster science laboratories
What of disasters in an STS of the built environment? Imperial Japan (Clancey 2006), Colonial Philippines (Bankoff 2007) and Frontier California (Geschwind 2001) were, and still are, areas faced with potentially catastrophic earthquakes and earthquake-induced fires, landslides and tsunamis. How did actors in these cities reconfigure themselves and their built environments in order to cope with seismic hazards? How did earthquakes reconfigure cities and their inhabitants? The answer set out in this paper is that these seismic cities became disaster science laboratories.

It is through the translation of earthquakes into the human-material world that geophysical and hydrological events come to be catastrophes. These translations occur in partially overlapping epistemic and material domains and are subject to different, though related translation procedures. Physically, earthquakes translate into displacements of soils, bodies of water, the built environments and their inhabitants. Economically, earthquakes translate into shifts in distributions of investment and divestment. Socio-culturally they translate into symbolic and material displacements of aggregate control and identity projects. Psychologically, earthquakes translate into shifts in individual behaviours, motivations, cognitions and emotions.
Modern disaster science laboratories, be they physical, engineering or social scientific, analytically focus on displacement processes and displaced spaces, artefacts, assemblages, resources and organisms. In these laboratories the explicit analytical tasks have become defining, measuring and predicting displacement; devising instruments, algorithms, images and formulas that adequately describe and predict the inertial forces, accelerations and trajectories of such displacements; finally re-translating these experimental lash-ups into both classical scientific laboratories and those distributed and embedded in the nominally non-scientific society. 
The dependent variable in these experiments is the nature and degree of displacement expressed by the systems of interest when exposed to environmental stressors; today often called degree of resilience, vulnerability or coping ability. Houses, hills, insurance companies and zoning laws become calculating devices as well as dependent variables, victims, killers and fortifications.
Disaster displacement lash-ups become available to actors that seek to resource and justify experimental interventions in the built environment as well as the hybrid networks that together co-constitute the city. These are not only scientists and their scaffoldings, but all manner of assemblies with a vested interest in shaping the function and meaning of built environments. 
Displacement theories in the disaster sciences are focused on managing displacement/resilience across the range of relevant analytical entities; they are applied and functionalistic, with the goal of ensuring the continued safety and serviceability of vital urban functions. However, the acts of defining, measuring, representing and managing at-risk hybrid flows and spaces can never divest themselves of identity-making, power-brokering and socio-cultural valorisation. Disaster sciences are never disinterested, never purely about functional urban risk construction and risk management (Lakoff 2007).

Hence, from an STS perspective what is particularly interesting are the ways in which the scientific and managerial aspects of disaster sciences become entangled in the identity-cum-control projects that seek to maintain the growth and stability of cities and citizens. 
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