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ABSTRACT

Applyingthenotionofidentity,thearticleanalysestheroleofrealtimeobservationofprofessionaland
amateurastronomersinthecontextofongoingdigitalizationofresearch.Unveilingtheimportanceof
materialityandimmediaterelationshipswithinstruments,wetookacriticalstancetotheestablished
researchapproachestothissubject,inparticulartheethnographyofprofessionandtheactor-network
theory(ANT).BearingonofJulianOrrstudiesofprofessionalcultureandourownANTnotion
of‘heterogeneouscoupling’,anattemptwasmadetointroduceanewlanguageforanalysingthe
twoknowledgecommunities,basedonthesociologyoftasteandattachmentofAntoineHennion
andsociologyofregimesofworthofLuckBoltanski,whichallowstograspbothsimilaritiesand
differencesintheastronomers’identities.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

The Identity of Professional and Amateur Astronomers 
and the Notion of ‘Heterogenious Coupling’
Thedetailedobservationoftheworkofastronomers(bothprofessionalandamateurones),when
operatingtelescopesandsoftwaretogetaccesstotheirobjectsofstudyinthe‘near’or“deeper”sky
allowedustounderstandanddefinemoreexactlytheproblemofidentityofastronomersandonthat
basistoovercomethelimitations(butalsotonotethecontributionof)someoftheapproachesexisting
insociologyandethnographyofprofessions.Someofthemremainedfortoolongatthedescription
of“symbolic”(evenwhenincludingmaterialobjectstheiranalysis),payingattentionprimarilyto
thenarrativesor“representations”ofeventsaskeymomentsintheformationofidentities,ofthe
useofprofessionalgroups’slangsandmetaphorsaswellasdifferentwaystocustomizetheworking
environmentandtransfertheexpertiseofthenewmembersofthecommunity(Alvesson&Berg,
1992;Owen,1996).

Thestudyofthelifeofastronomersattheobservatoryshowedthatthelearningofaspecific
setoftheoreticalknowledgeandmethodsfortheanalysisofavailabledataoncelestialbodies(asan
equivalentof“systemsofmeanings”and“values”intherepertoireoftraditionalsociology)isnot
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enoughnorfortheirprofessionalidentitytoamateurastronomers,norforthemaintenanceofinternal
borderswithinthescientificcommunityofastronomers.Itturnsoutthatamoreorlessprolonged
periodofdirectworkwiththetelescopeitselfisanimportantdifferentiatingfeatureindetermining
theinternalgroupidentityofastronomers.Inpart,thisisrelatedtoourfindingsinthecourseof
fieldworkthatthescientificinstruments(notjusttheuniquepiecesofequipment,butalsostandard
andmanufacturedinmassresearchinstruments)havetheirown“individuality”thatalwaysistobe
takenintoaccount,sothatthesuccessofthestudyislargelyduetotheprocessoflongandpatiently
learninghowtoworkwiththem.The‘individuality’oftheequipmentismanifestedalso(andperhaps
especially)whenobservingthewaysinwhichyourcolleaguesoperateitandinevaluatingandassessing
their“style”ofwork,thisgraduallydevelopingyourownapproachtoit.Inthissense,thescientific
instrumentsco-participateintheformationofprofessionalidentityofastronomer.

OurstudysupportsthefindingsofJulianOrronprofessionalcultureinthecorporationXerox,as
wellasotherstudieson“ethnographyofprofessions”,whichrevealedhowatmicrolevel,ineveryday
life,peopleinvolvedinvarioussegmentsofthemanufacturingprocessaccumulatevaluableinformal
knowledge,whichcontributessignificantlytoitsbetterflow,andbetterqualityproductionandservices.
EspeciallyimportantisOrr’sanalysisofthecomplicatedtriangle“technicians-client-machines”where
thelatterarethefinalandmostvisibleelement.Themachinesareoftenasourceoffrustrationfor
technicians-especiallywhenmembersofthetechnicalteamssharetheirexistentialcrisesrelatedto
therealizationthattherearealwaysproblemstosolveandthateachrepairisultimatelytemporary
(untilthenextfailure).Buthealsoshowstechnicians’dependencyofmachineswhosefailingsin
factmakestechniciansnecessary(“suchamachineisworthyadversarybutapartner”),andhow
ultimatelythemachinesarebecominganimportantelementoftheidentityoftechnicians.Machines,
Orrreveals,areaconstantsourceoftensionandinsecurity-theXeroxCo.producesmanualsfor
diagnosisandrepair,butusuallytheyaregiventonewcomers.Experiencedtechniciansrarelyusethem
andthevastmajorityofdiagnosisisdone“kinesthetically”and“listening”machine.Theredoesnot
exist“blindfaith”inwrittenguides(Orr,1996:113)andtechniciansrelyprimarilyonthediscourse
withcolleagueswhosharetechniques,“tricks”toquicklyfixerrors,andlessonslearnedfromthe
“warstoriesfrompastbattlesinrepairingthem.InhisreviewofOrr’sbookR.StuartGeigerstresses
thatthese‘warstories’andothernarratives“…areanessentialcomponentofhowtechnicianstalk
aboutmachinesinallthreefacetsoftheirwork.Tellingastoryofamachine’sfailureisnecessary
togainproperadvicefromacolleagueifonedoesnotknowtheproperremedy.Likewise,thesame
storycanassistacustomerinunderstandingwhytheirmachinefailedandhowitcanbeprevented
inthefuture.Finally,techniciansoftenneedtoconstructnarrativesforthemachinesasawayof
understandingthembetter:inreadingthelogsandaskingcustomersfordetails,thetechnicianworks
toidentifythemostlikelycauseoffailure.Ultimately,itisthroughthesenarrativesthattechnicians
talkaboutmachines,whichOrridentifiesas“avitalelementoftheirpractice”(StuartGeiger,2008).

TheworksofJulianOrrandotherresearchersin‘ethnographyofprofessions’thataccounton
theroleofmaterialobjectsindefiningtheconceptofidentitymakespossibletotakethenextstep
andintroducetheconceptofheterogeneityinrelationtoit.Wemeantheheterogeneityoftheworld
ofprofessionalastronomersandamateursasinhabitedbyactorsofdifferentnature.Consideringthe
lifeofastronomers–bothofprofessionalandamateurastronomers,togetherwiththestudiedcelestial
bodies,telescopes,computerprograms,etc.-asheterogeneous(micro)communitiesallowsustoapply
aunifiedlanguageofdescriptionandemphasizetheactant-ness(abilitytoact)ofallparticipants
(human,non-humanand‘hybrid)andtoaccountofpracticalformsofinteractionamongthem.Thus,
thefindingsof‘ethnographyofprofessions’matchanimportantareaofactor-networktheory(ANT)
aimingatanalysisoftheintimaterelationshipbetweenhighlyqualifiedexperts,technicaldevices
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