
O
bject Agnotology

D
avid Shaw



W
hat is Agnotology?

In the broadest sense, Agnotology is the study of ignorance and 
uncertainty 

It com
es from

 the G
reek w

ord agnōsis, or "not know
ing”



W
hat is Agnotology?

As Londa Schiebinger describes, Agnotology "serves as a 
counterw

eight to traditional concerns for epistem
ology, 

refocusing questions about "how
 w

e know
" to include questions 

about w
hat w

e do not know, and w
hy not. Ignorance is often not 

m
erely the absence of know

ledge but an outcom
e of cultural 

and political struggle.... W
hat w

e know
 or do not know

 at any 
one tim

e or place is shaped by particular histories, local and 
global priorities, institutional and disciplinary hierarchies, 
personal and professional m

yopia, and m
uch else as w

ell” (from
 

“Fem
inist H

istory of Colonial Science,” 237).



Robert Proctor’s 
Taxonom

y of 
Ignorance

Ignorance as 
N

ative State

Ignorance as 
Passive Construct

Ignorance as 
Active Construct



Ignorance as N
ative State 

Ignorance in this sense is "a prim
itive or native state is

 som
ething to 

be fought or overcom
e; w

e hope and plan for it to disappear over 
tim

e, as know
ledge trium

phs over foolish superstition” (4). It denotes a 
basically fatalistic relationship betw

een ignorance and know
ledge, 

w
here the latter naturally overcom

es the form
er, as w

hen an infant 
reaches out for language. 

Ignorance as Passive Construct 
Just as know

ledge is constructed through academ
ic labour and 

institutional support, ignorance in this sense is cultivated through the 
absence of labour and support. H

ere, w
hat rem

ains unknow
n is seen 

as the result of “ten thousand accidents (and deliberations) of social 
fortune” (6). W

e don’t so m
uch choose to be ignorant of som

ething so 
m

uch as w
e never specifically choose to know

 about it. 

Proctor, Robert, and Londa L. Schiebinger, editors. Agnotology: the M
aking and Unm

aking of Ignorance. Stanford UP, 2008.



Ignorance as A
ctive Construct 

For Proctor, this form
 of ignorance is “som

ething that is m
ade, 

m
aintained, and m

anipulated by m
eans of certain arts and 

sciences” (8). H
ere, w

e’re confronted w
ith a conception of 

ignorance that is consciously being produced to hinder the 
production of know

ledge, or cast doubt upon know
ledge that 

already exists. 

Proctor, Robert, and Londa L. Schiebinger, editors. Agnotology: the M
aking and Unm

aking of Ignorance. Stanford UP, 2008.



Agnotology as M
ethod

•
An archetypal case of agnotological m

ethodology is Robert 
Proctor’s 1995 book, Cancer W

ars: How
 Politics Shapes W

hat W
e 

Know
 and D

on't Know
 about Cancer. 

•
Proctor traces the struggle betw

een contending theories on 
carcinogenesis, institutional pressures to pursue cures rather than 
preventative m

easures, and the influence of the tobacco industry in 
hindering cancer research 

•
Proctor’s w

ork engages w
ith a w

ide range of dim
ensions 

surrounding the disease: political, scientific, com
m

ercial and 
m

aterial concerns each contribute, in their ow
n w

ay, to the active 
and passive construction of uncertainty



O
bjects and Agnotology

W
hile “Agnotology” is a relatively recent term

, the kinds of phenom
ena it 

gestures tow
ard have a fairly long history, especially w

hen it com
es to 

thinking about objects. 

in the 18th century, Kant argues that the object as such (or D
ing an sich) 

rem
ain fundam

entally uncognizable and all w
e really have access to are 

phenom
ena, or encounters that leave us w

ith contextually-dependant 
im

pressions. 

M
ore recently, this project has been undertaken by theorists operating 

under the banner of O
bject O

riented O
ntology, w

ho, w
hile critiquing 

som
e of the m

ore anthropocentric im
pulses inherent from

 Kant, elaborate 
on the inherent w

eirdness of the relationship betw
een objects, know

ledge, 
and uncertainty.



O
bjects and Agnotology

In this sense, all encounters w
ith objects are perforated by 

uncertainty: 

Ian Bogost: “O
nly som

e portion of the dom
ain of being is 

obvious to any given object at a particular tim
e. For the udon 

noodle, the being of the soup bow
l does not intersect w

ith the 
com

m
ercial transaction through w

hich the noodle house sells it, 
or the social conventions according to w

hich the eater slurps it. 
Yet there is no reason to believe that the entanglem

ent in w
hich 

the noodle finds itself is any less com
plex than the hum

an w
ho 

shapes, boils, vends, consum
es, or digests it” (30).

Bogost, Ian. Alien Phenom
enology. U of M

innesota P,  2012.



H
ow

 do w
e encounter the Canadian 

Pavilion? 
  

H
ow

 do w
e m

ap the uncertainty it 
generates?



G
roup activity

In groups of 4 or 5, try and m
ap out the different m

odes of 
encounter one could have w

ith the Canadian Pavilion  

O
nce you’ve found a few

 different m
odes, think about w

hat 
questions each type of encounter m

ight raise for you 

The goal here is to think about how
 different types of 

encounter produce different types of uncertainty



The 
Canadian 
Pavilion

Access

Scale

G
overnance

Labour

H
istory

The 
nonhum

an

W
hat kind of encounter can you have w

ith a building?



The 
Canadian 
Pavilion

H
istory

The 
N

onhum
an

W
ho’s histories 

aren’t represented 
in accounts of Expo 
67?

In w
hat w

ays w
ill our 

intervention im
pact the 

nonhum
an ecosystem

 
of the island?


