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CONTESTED TRUST

Call: more research & 
conceptual refinement 
on roles of 
trust/mistrust/distrust 
in regimes of promise in 
tune with current era of 
apocalyptic threats
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1. CONSTRUCTING TRUST IN TECHNOLOGY & ENGINEERS

Science New Series, Vol. 319, No. 
5862 (Jan. 25, 2008), pp. 424-434

Global Grand Challenges Summits 
(London 2013, Bejing 2015, 
Washington DC 2017…)

1. CONSTRUCTING TRUST IN TECHNOLOGY & ENGINEERS
Grand Challenges for Engineering
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1. CONSTRUCTING TRUST IN TECHNOLOGY & ENGINEERS
Grand Challenges for Engineering: Building trust (1): promises

Argument engineering institutions in 2010s: 
1. Technology has solved major challenges in 

the past (can do)
2. Because technology was implicated in 

making our crises, it holds the key to the 
solution 

1. CONSTRUCTING TRUST IN TECHNOLOGY & ENGINEERS
Grand Challenges for Engineering: Building trust (2): confidence (Mobilizing history)
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1. CONSTRUCTING TRUST IN TECHNOLOGY & ENGINEERS
Appropriating promises: Railways & business
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1. CONSTRUCTING TRUST IN TECHNOLOGY & ENGINEERS
Promises & confidence

Institution of Civil Engineers (8 youn engineers, 1818), Royal Charter 1828

1. CONSTRUCTING TRUST IN TECHNOLOGY & ENGINEERS
Appropriating promises: Unforeseen railway uses...

… and promise turns into nightmare (the demise of confidence, omnipresent mistrust and distrust)
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Fritz Haber, Chemical 
Warfare, Nature 109 
(1922): 40

American Chemical 
Society: pledges aid of 
15.000 members to US 
Chemical Warfare Service
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1.CONSTRUCTING TRUST IN TECHNOLOGY & ENGINEERS
US & Europe’s thirty years crisis

Confidence lost: Mistrust & distrust

William Wickenden, President Case 
School of Aoolied Science, 1932

Science fiction in the Interwar years:
Hero: (1) scientists & engineers, (2) …
Villain: (1) scientists/engineers, (2) businessmen, (3) 
politicians, (4) criminals …

Walter Hirsh, The image of the 
scientist in science fiction (1958)

Engineers in 
totalitarian regimes…
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1.CONSTRUCTING TRUST IN TECHNOLOGY & ENGINEERS
Restoring confidence: Technocratic & participatory innovation

(Technocracy journal, 1937)

• de-politicize technology: engineers set the innovation agenda
• Technify politics: solve complex sociatal challenges through systems approach, modelling, 

simulation…
• Engineers:

• Influence & numbers
• Theory >> practice (“engineering sciences”)
• Man-machine interaction: interdisciplinarity, humanities & social science training, etc.
• Ethical codes: public interest >> employer interests

• Villains in science fiction: totalitarian regimes, mega-companies..

1.CONSTRUCTING TRUST IN TECHNOLOGY & ENGINEERS
Restoring confidence: Technocratic & participatory innovation

15

16



19-6-2022

(Stanley Burriss, 
President 
Lockheed, 1971)

1.CONSTRUCTING TRUST IN TECHNOLOGY & ENGINEERS
Restoring confidence: Technocratic -> participatory innovation

Public & stakeholders set the innovation agenda
• Public participation incl hearings & technology 

assessment tools (e.g. citizen conferences, stakeholder 
consultation & co-design etc), 

• human-centered & participative design, 
• open innovation, 
• Appropriate  Technology movement, 
• Science Shop movement, 
• practice >> theory

Also subverted/ hijacked etc..

2010s: and so the engineering sciences and 
scientists muddle on loosing & restoring trust…
• combine the best of technocratic & participative 
• Reflection looses out to digital transition & commerce

Vindkraftværket
Tvindkraft (1975-78)

1.CONSTRUCTING TRUST IN TECHNOLOGY & ENGINEERS
Restoring confidence: Technocratic & participatory innovation
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More research …
1. CONSTRUCTING TRUST IN TECHNOLOGY & ENGINEERS

PART 2: MISTRUSTING SCIENCE

• Post-truth, COVID, decolonization debate…
• Own context: 

• Transition studies, ‘Sustainability science’
• Historiography of Science, Technology, and Sustainability

FOCUS ON 2 CHALLENGES 
1. connecting imaginaries of past and future
2. ontological and epistemic decolonization debates

SUGGESTIONS:
Start a careful and reflective conversation that embraces (voices) mis/distrust, incl 

• KNOWLEDGE POLITICS PERSPECTIVES
• TRANSNATIONAL & TRANSDISCIPLINARY  RESEARCH/STUDENT/SOCIETAL PARTNER 

NETWORK
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PART 2. MISTRUSTING SCIENCE, NOTABLY HoSTS
History of Technology as trust-building: EURATOM & the HoNESt experience 

Kirchhoff, A. M., & Meyer, J. H. 
(2021). Vielfach nachgefragt: 
Kernenergiegeschichte. Technik
geschichte, 88(4), 391-398.

PART 2. MISTRUSTING SCIENCE, NOTABLY HoSTS
Epistemic (de)colonization?
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Palm oil 
production

Palm oil 
consumption

Connected sustainability histories of palm oil (de Hoop, vd Vleuten 2022a)

Connected sustainability histories of soy (de Hoop, vd Vleuten 2022b)

Epistemic decolonization 1: critique 
‘Western’ blindness & power Epistemic decolonization 2: make visible 

situated knowledges understandings etc

PART 2. MISTRUSTING SCIENCE, NOTABLY HoSTS
Epistemic (de)colonization?

PALM OIL SUSTAINABILITY RESEARCH
‘domestic sustainability’
research line

de Hoop, E., vd Vleuten, E. (2022). 
Sustainability Knowledge Politics: Southeast Asia, Europe, 
and the Transregional History of Palm Oil Sustainability 
Research. Global Environment, 15.2: 209-245

‘global promise’
research line

SCOPUS: 27.000+ 
palm oil publications

SCOPUS: 2.500 palm 
oil sustainability 
publications

PART 2. MISTRUSTING SCIENCE, NOTABLY HoSTS
Epistemic (de)colonization?
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PART 2. MISTRUSTING SCIENCE, NOTABLY HoSTS
Epistemic (de)colonization?

Box 1: Pasts & futures in selected soy hi/stories

Factory farming histories of the 1990s: 
 HISTORICAL PROBLEM: post-war survival of sandy soil smallholder communities as the chief historical problem. 
 SOLUTION: ‘industrial’ entrepreneurship and innovation factory farming. New problems: also solve through 

agricultural entrepreneurship and innovation

Manure crisis/ Nitrogen Crisis histories (since 1990s)
 HISTORICAL PROBLEM:  manure slurry emissions and poor policy responses 
 SOLUTION: sector downsizing, to be realized through better policies.

Dutch Soy Coalition reports (2003-2018) 
 HISTORICAL PROBLEM: domestic Dutch agriculture wreaking havoc in American bioregions
 SOLUTION: certification of responsibly produced soy

in: The Age of the Soybean. A global environmental history of the Soyacene (in press).

Transnational & transdisciplinary research, 
teaching, societal partner network on what 
we tentatively call ‘plural sustainability 
histories & futures’

Tensions of Europe experience:  
build conversation, do not assume 
trust, include mistrust & distrust 
(civic & academic vigilance and 
disobedience)

Existing networks & 
dynamics

???

PART 2. MISTRUSTING SCIENCE, NOTABLY HoSTS
Epistemic (de)colonization?

VEvd1
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VEvd1 Vleuten, Erik van der; 16-6-2022
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION!!
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