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Microbes and Microbiology: towards new stories? 
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Sociales. (Laboratoire d’Anthropologie Sociale & Laboratoire PALOC, CNRS) 

 
 

During the last third of the 19th century, the "new science of microbes" became popular thanks 

to an efficient communication (Latour 1984; Löwy 2015) – microbiologists themselves promoting their 

discoveries and successes in press articles, or even during Universal Exhibitions.  This phenomenon is 

well illustrated by the famous photographs published in various newspapers of Louis Pasteur 

surrounded by children saved by his rabies vaccine. 

  At the beginning of the 20th century, microbiology became the topic of a first type of historical 

narration, through the literary genre of biography, dedicated to the celebration of major scientists like 

Louis Pasteur and Robert Koch.  At the same time, and until the middle of the 20th century, in France, 

Germany and many other countries, microbiology was often limited – like other sciences – to a chapter 

in each national history. Concerning historical epistemology, its seminal works have been focused 

rather on the study of physiology and biology (in contrast with natural history) than on microbiology 

as an independent object of study (Canguilhem 1952; Foucault 1966), even though microbiology was a 

central case for the understanding of technology transfers from the “center” to the “peripheries” (Stepan 

1976; Löwy 1990).  

From the 1970’s, Science Studies have radically changed the whole field of history of science. 

The initial aim was to stress the social and cultural dimensions of science, to analyze the relationships 

between the various actors of science (rather than remaining focused on great figures), to devote 

attention to controversies (rather than established knowledge), to take interest in material aspects of 

scientific work (rather than only studying scientific literature). More recently, some studies have been 

even more radical, as they have attempted to prove that the emergence of modern science, including 

microbiology, is not the exclusive prerogative of European societies, but that it results from exchanges 

with other societies in the context of imperial and diplomatic practices. Instead of focusing on the 

influence of Europe over the rest of the world, these studies have underlined the existence and 

importance of reciprocal connections that have globally modified and shaped scientific work – even in 

Europe (Raj 2012; Liu 2017; Silva 2018; Velmet 2020). 
 

To what extent has our view of microbes and microbiology benefited (or not) from these new 

ways of writing the history of science in general?  What are the new questions, new objects, new 
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methods and approaches that are currently shaping our understanding of the emergence of the science 

of microbes, and of the technical and social changes caused by the development of this science until the 

present day?   

With this webinar, we invite researchers from diverse areas of history and social sciences to 

confront their point of views on microbiology. Our ambition is to repopulate the history of microbiology  

with the neglected beings, objects, images, and relations which have shaped this science; to study  

material or visual sets to which it has often been given too little attention;  to shed light on connections 

and circulations that have been rarely studied , and to explore places and practices that have been often 

considered as secondary.  
 

- We welcome contributions from fields such as visual and material studies, or museum 

studies of microbiology, which renew its history by giving attention to the materiality of science, or 

which focus on key elements of historical narratives (Gelson 2014; Meerwijk 2020). 

-  Presentations may also deal with circulatory approaches of microbiology (circulation of 

knowledge, techniques, controversies, microbes, diseases, people, etc.) which articulate different places 

and different scales, from laboratory ethnographies to multi-site studies (Liu 2017; Silva 2018; Keck 

2020). We also welcome communications which propose a study of the circulation between different 

scientific cultures, by showing how microbiology has borrowed practices from other sciences, such as 

physiology or natural history – and vice versa (Mendelshon 2002; Strasser 2019; Gallay-Keller 2020). 

-  We are also interested in non-institutional approaches. Therefore, participants may focus 

on the tensions or the links between microbiology and non-scientific sources of knowledge. How have 

vernacular science knowledge about microorganisms or industry interfered with the practices and 

knowledge of microbiology (Sibum 2015; Paxson & Helmreich 2017)? How has institutional 

microbiology been challenged in recent years by alternative practices, such as “garage biology” or 

“biohacking” (Morgan 2015; Wilbanks 2019), and how should we integrate these movements into a 

renewed, enlarged history of microbiology? 

Finally, we point out that, since the aim of this webinar is to encourage researchers in the 

humanities to present their own ways of exploring the multiple meanings of microbes and microbiology, 

alternative approaches, not explicitly mentioned here, are equally welcome.  
 

Modalities 
 

Presentations will last 15-20 minutes, in French or English. Proposals may come from several 

disciplines in the humanities (history, anthropology, sociology, philosophy, etc.). Joint presentations (2 

speakers) are possible. Prospective participants are welcome to send an abstract of their presentation 

(approx. 200 words, in English or in French ) and a short biographical note to Matheus Alves Duarte 

da Silva (madds1@st-andrews.ac.uk) and Mathilde Gallay-Keller (mathilde.gallaykeller@ehess.fr) by 

March 30, 2020. Please contact us for any question. 
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