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Overview 
 
 
 
 

1. Give me this, give me that… 

2. Real Experiments and Real World Experiments 

3. Geothermal Heat and Unavoidable Experimentalities 

4. Establishing Laboratory Sites during the Experiment 

5. Taking the Experiment (Back) into the Laboratory? 

6. Participation and Democratic Preconditions 

7. Democratic Experimentalism…. 



Give me a Laboratory…? 

Source: UFZ, Leipzig 
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Give me an Experiment… 

Source: UFZ, Leipzig 
Seite 4 



Perhaps, after all, it is the other Way Round, 
Monsieur Latour? 
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 Think about: geoengineering, genetic testing, 
urban planning, renewable energy 
implementation, aquaculture experiments … 
 

 Thesis: Increasingly it is the experimental setup 
in society that is there first and the laboratory is 
being decided upon and implemented post hoc 
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This may also Include Processes of Public Participation:  

Participatory experiments are a ‘‘form of participation 
organized by professional participation specialists, 
taking place under controlled conditions and largely 
without reference to public controversies, political 
participation demands, or individual concerns’’ 
(Alexander Bogner, ST&HV, 2012: 519).  
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Is the Real World Experiment Returning to the Lab? 
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Is the Real World Experiment Returning to the Lab? 

Sources: GFZ, Helmholtz-Zentrum Potsdam & UFZ, Leipzig 
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Geothermal Energy: Why “Experimental”? 

• Knowledge of what to encounter in the deep 
is miniscule.  

• Drilling Engineer #1: “As novel options for 
resource use in the underground come up, 
novel risks have to be expected that are 
either not fully understood or are as yet 
unknown.”  

• Drilling Engineer #2: “There are not enough 
pre-explorations of local specificities 
available, but we need to move forward 
nevertheless.” 

Source: UFZ, Leipzig 



Towards  
Democratic Experimentalism  

alias  
Experimental Governance?  
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Democratic Potential?  
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 If such Real World Experiments are to be regulated in the “public interest” 
(S. Rayner for geoengineering) opportunities to opt-out or change the 
path taken are often limited.  

 Unintended consequences, side-effects, and rebounds change the 
(public) attitude to such experiments as they move along  consent in 
governance arrangements appears impossible. 

 Effects of Real World Experiments often can only be known after 
decades: Modelling and simulations can help, but stakeholders need to 
know about enormous knowledge gaps (nonknowledge)  A novel kind 
decision making. 



Careful Considerations 
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Real World Experiments are only useful when:  

1. No other alternatives to move forward (including financial 
constraints) 

2. Social benefits to be expected 

3. Clear possibilities to either stop or at least re-design the 
experimental set up 

4. They are Democratically legitimized 

5. Communication of unknowns (as well as risks – if available) is 
done “successfully”  



Summary  
• Unavoidable unknowns and uncertainties from real world experiments appear to 

be relocated to corresponding ‘‘laboratories’’ outside them  perhaps in order 
legitimize them critical components are moved into the laboratory so that they 
remain without consequences?  

• Labs may be traditional science labs or a laboratory-like participation of 
stakeholders outside the realm of science – or both.  

• This may be seen as part of a trend whereby research processes are started in 
the real world and the issues they throw up are displaced from the real-world 
experimental context into the more closed world of laboratories.  

• Lab experiments are merely a postpositioned part of the broader set of real world 
experiments in and with society – they become the side show.  

• Democratic Potential? …. 
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