
 

 

 

 

 

http://www.essex.ac.uk/chimera/ 

 

CHIMERA WORKING PAPER NUMBER: <2004-14> 

Constructing the Pipeline 

Constructing Distance  

Chimera Working Paper Number: 2004-14, October 

 

Dawn Nafus 

dnafus@essex.ac.uk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHIMERA WORKING PAPER NUMBER: <2004-14> 

Constructing the Pipeline 

© 2008, University of Essex 

http://www.essex.ac.uk/chimera/ Page 2 of 6 

  

As I wrote this paper I came to realise that I do not have a topic about space in the usual embodied 
ways anthropologists talk about space. What I have instead is a problematic of virtual reality, 
constructed in spatialised terms. Here I am interested in embodied practices of disembedding key sets 
of relations in the world of information technology production.  I am also interested in the way in which 
meaning and dispositions are co-produced through spatial practice—a theme well explored in 
Malaysian or Kabyle houses (Cartsen and Hugh-Jones 1995, Bourdieu 1972) and on Apache lands 
(Basso 1996) but perhaps less so when it comes to the capitalist processes at our doorstep.  
Embodying and disembedding might at first seem at odds with one another, but in this case they work 
in tandem. Some time ago Marilyn Strathern made a rather striking insight into the tautology that 
frames much of Internet studies.  Speaking about the ESRC’s Virtual Society Programme, she writes 
“If the programme seeks to provide contextualisation in order to understand the social and human 
dimensions of the new technologies, it has to be because the electronic technologies themselves are 
already depicted as decontextualised” (Strathern 2001).   The rationale of studying the ‘context’ of the 
internet points to an actually existing context, one that pre-figures the internet as something abstract, 
something unencumbered by social relations.  Gary Downey calls this the dominant discourse of 
technology. While this prefiguring is a long-term international project, here I examine how UK 
economic policy reproduces this prefiguring spatially. Space is physical context, but it is about context 
too, and in this case a context that depends on notions of abstraction. Here space is an embodied 
discussion about what activities count as technological and which do not, and thus makes a particular 
kind of sense the technological.  

 

So how are technologies “unencumbered by social relations” made evident? In economic policy terms, 
this prefiguring takes place around notions of innovation and spaces of innovation. Innovation implies 
something new, something unexpected—unexpected I would argue because of the way ‘context’ is 
imagined.  Economic policy works very hard to produce a narrow set of expectations as to what 
‘novelty’ actually entails. This is yet another tautology: we already know what innovation is through 
policies such as clustering and moves to encourage e-business. What is at stake is a culturally 
prescribed system of novelty-making.     And yet the notion of novelty provides the legitimacy of such 
projects; newness is not just its own reward, it is the very thing that makes the production of innovative 
objects seem worthy of the state’s attention, to the benefit of all awaiting its impacts.  Without 
technology as outside society, we are stripped down to crudely subsidized industry. And yet ironically, 
economic policy finds that the central way to produce technology is by (re)socialising it into ‘clusters’. 
This tension between constructs of the asocial and social permeates how innovation is performed. 

 

There are two separate, but in a sense interrelated, streams of policymaking that contribute to this 
dominant discourse.  The first has to do with ‘promoting the benefits of ICTs to small businesses’, and 
the second is to do with clustering.  I will address the latter first.  Innovation clusters are purpose-built, 
sequestered spaces with the express intent of creating microcosmic social worlds, claimed to be both 
zeitgeist and ether of innovation.  Often they are coupled with, or situated around, practices of 
incubation; that is, providing space, office equipment and training to a collected set of high-tech 
startups. Indeed, the policy world has appropriated the not uncontested notion of ‘social capital’ and 
‘innovation milieu’ as the reason for building these things. The very notion of ‘clusters’ is hotly debated 
within economic geography (see (Martin and Sunley 2003) for a review of this debate), and yet within 
policy circles it is combined with a loose notion of social capital to produce a narrative of innovation. 
This narrative involves the notion that people exchange their knowledge informally, prompting ideas 
and setting alight innovation collectively, constituting what is indigenously known as a ‘culture of 
innovation.’  I began to question this story when I first began fieldwork in the U.S.. The problem for 
incubator tenants—and later I would find also for more mature firms—is not where to get ideas from.  
They have already got their big idea, often commoditized in the form of intellectual property rights. 
‘Knowledge’ in the sense the regional development agency (RDA) is attempting to develop is to a 
significant extent already fixed by the time firms are in theses spaces.  Entrepreneurs set up shop on 
the basis of what they are already certain of; what they need to know is how to hire people, how to get 
second round financing, and on occasions where brilliant scientists who have been sheltered in large 
institutional labs, shockingly tedious things like where to buy a fax machine. These were the kinds of 
things they were learning from each other in reality. “Knowledge” was in fact problematic: there was 
too much knowledge, too many crazy and interesting paths to go down, and firms were struggling to 
render these threads of knowledge into commoditized bundles. In short, cutting off innovation, in the 
prescribed policy sense, was just as important as making it happen. Innovation parks are legitimised 
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by the notion that innovation comes out of a social milieu, a particular ‘culture’ that circulated ‘tacit’ 
knowledge. This tactic of legitimating conflates very different forms of knowledge, privileging one 
(‘innovation’ in the culturally prescribed sense) and forcing it to stand as both commodity (intellectual 
property) and practice (engagement in a social milieu).  This talk about practice is very different from 
actual practice: enabling scientists to learn how to buy fax machines may be commercially significant, 
but erodes somewhat the slippery privileging of the high-tech industries. 

 

The physical ways in which these clusters are manifested, however, reflect assumptions about 
innovation happening ‘outside’ society, with only the sparsest markers of ‘culture’. ‘Sociality’ in 
innovation clusters appears to be the most deeply atomistic version of ‘relations’ possible. Adastral 
Park, for example, where my own institution is located, is situated a few miles away from the nearest 
town, and sports rather heavy handed security that included identity cards and barbed wire fences. 
Despite the metaphor of public space, it being a ‘park’ of some kind, children and dogs are banned 
from the site. While there are, of course, ‘external’ relations with other organisations off-site, any hint 
that workers on site might be engaged in ‘social’ reproduction has been forcibly removed. 

 

 The first image one is greeted by upon entering the site is a sign that identifies the residents, and 
announces that this is a place that defines ‘what’s next in technology and communication’ (Fig. 1).  

 

In multiple ways, the park imagines itself as the start of a long pipeline, having little to do with life here 
on earth as the starry name suggests, where its outputs are met by users only at some obscured tail 
end of a pipeline. “Pipeline” is a way people within the park often speak of technology production.  At 
one point the dominant resident of the park—an international telecommunications company--had put 
up around the Park A3-sized stickers of people gathering around a porthole-sized window, declaring 
“your customers are watching you!” Was this, people wondered, the mysterious other end of the 

 

Figure 1: “What’s next in technology and communication” 
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pipeline, so distant as to require reminding by way of window stickers?  Sometimes, though, the 
closeness of the end of this pipeline is shown up. What’s ‘next’ in communication is made all the more 
apparent by the displays of obsolescence around the site; vast quantities cream-coloured monitors and 
keyboards sit outside in bins awaiting final destruction. The knowledge that these things were at one 
point what was ‘next’ in communication make many people reflect on the multiple positions they 
occupy in the pipeline—that they are not just producers but consumers remembering former 
technological seductions. People on the site have often reflected to me on the apparent wastefulness 
of these bins, and the temptation to loot from them despite the fact that most of their day is spent 
constituting these objects as trash.    

Notions of ‘sociality’ are relegated to a weak supporting role in the main business of supplying the 
pipeline. Yet in certain contexts they are critical for imagining what the park does. We held a 
conference at which a senior figure within the park used an aerial photo to reify the idea of public 
space, and to described the seemingly natural way in which all these different companies mingled, 
exchanged ideas as in a Greek forum, by fact of sheer proximity.  But I wondered if he worked in the 
same Adastral Park that I did, because no one I know has ever had these exchanges. There is one 
space in which this is physically possible; residents share the same canteen and coffee lounge (called 
the ‘hub’; see Fig. 2).  But the hub is perhaps only rarely an animated space for the production of 
knowledge in its idealised sense. It is normally closer to, as one visitor put it observing the queue for 
shepherd’s pie and chips,  “battery chickens awaiting feed.”  As far as I can tell the interfirm 
relationships are mostly those between the dominant firm and its newly founded suppliers on site. 
These relationships in turn have everything to do with distance—these firms exist as a process of 
spinning out from the former parent firm. The image of the Greek forum also is subverted by electronic 
realities: no common server or intranet exists for residents to exchange ideas. The notion of innovation 
at Adastral is signalled by a series of social removals, both in terms of physical space and metaphors 
of a production pipeline that structure engagements with markets, and thus on multiple levels is 
constituted by distance. 

 

 

Figure 2: The ‘hub’ of Adastral Park (white building) 



CHIMERA WORKING PAPER NUMBER: <2004-14> 

Constructing the Pipeline 

© 2008, University of Essex 

http://www.essex.ac.uk/chimera/ Page 5 of 6 

  

Choices have to be made as to who is included and excluded from these spaces. In the case of 
Adastral Park the choice was simple: tenants are spinouts of the dominant firm and outpost of strategic 
collaborators. In the nascent programme of incubation in the East of England, however, decisions are 
currently being taken on the ‘worth’ of the technology, which is invariably a social and political decision.  
The local development authority uses sector labels to describe what it is they are developing, which 
only serves to obscure the political processes involved and render ‘high-tech’ a seemingly self-evident 
category. The local RDA is in no way naïve to these issues, and ‘inclusivity’ does feature within the 
contents of its business plan. For example, substantial space is given to ecologically-oriented 
enterprises—those that fit  its own constructs of ‘technology’. But there is a sense in which their 
constant insistence in public consultation meetings that “this is not just about Cambridge”—which is a 
spatialized code word for software and biotech—betrayed an ethos that was indeed centred on 
software and biotech. Whatever these ‘other’ things were, they were kept at some distance, addressed 
under policy remits that had nothing to do with innovation.  Indeed, I have been doing ethnography in a 
small number of social enterprises, and have found innovation not just in terms of business models, 
but in terms of material changes in their customers’ lives. However, these enterprises are defined by 
their sociality, not their material interventions, and so never permeate categories of ‘innovation.’ While 
representatives of social enterprises were indeed invited to the public consultation on local innovation 
policy, this prefiguring meant that they were treated not as sources of innovation, but as passive 
consumers of ‘technologies’ (which in turn was imagined as digital technologies).  

The park does not simply enact local relations, but also has become a site of meaning-making for the 
region. The way in which the RDA brands itself tells this story starkly. It had embarked on a public 
relations campaign called ‘space for ideas’ in which it plastered pictures of Steven Hawking all over 
train stations, implying Hawking chose the ‘East of England’ rather than Cambridge University as the 
place to do some serious thinking.  In this virtual reality of spaces of innovation, space is not just 
commoditized and marketable, but downright replicable and expandable. The notion of ‘best practice’ 
enabled conversations to take place which rendered it possible to duplicate the ‘Cambridge 
phenomenon’ across the region. Also known as the ‘Silicon Fen’, Cambridge is itself partly imagined as 
a replication of North American geography. Again, policymakers at the RDA are aware of the elitist 
tone that replicating the Cambridge phenomenon invokes, and yet the notion of ‘best practice’ reduces 
circles of privilege to mere technique, thus at once making it plausible in terms of wider policy making 
and further disembedding ‘technological’ spaces from the actual people that inhabit them. One 
example of stretching and replicating is the construct called “IP-City”. Public bodies speak of a 
Cambridge-Ipswich technology corridor, with Adastral Park at one end and the Cambridge Science 
Park at another. This is unabashedly a brand, an attempt to invent a corridor that does not actually 
exist and to re-work Adastral Park from a disintegrated research lab of a telecoms giant into something 
part of a broader phenomenon, an (invented) ‘innovation milieu’.  Suffolk County Council’s own 
consultants have made the artificiality of this idea quite clear. While on site there is a partial, if gappy 
correspondence between discourses of knowledge exchange and practices of knowledge exchange, 
here the description alone is intended to effect particular kinds of relations, imagined as if they were 
spatial. 

In these ways public policy contributes to the wider social process of framing, framing, and constituting 
innovation. Similarly, moves to encourage e-business already entail assumptions about what 
‘innovative’ businesses do.  In this chart (Fig. 4), produced by the Department of Transport and 
Industry, we see a clear sophistication ladder that renders highly prescribed uses of ICTs visible as 
evidence of ‘sophistication’. As with RDA policy, the document articulates an uncertainty about the 
‘validity’ of this; expressing concerns about its simplicity. But ultimately it does not attempt to challenge 
the ethos which underwrites it—that the inexorable march towards progress depends on aping an 
otherwise independent scientific trajectory, here embedded in new communication technologies.  The 
notion of a wholly ‘transformed’ business was not called into question. 
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Policy documents on broadband again reify this in spatial terms, imagining that convincing rural SMEs 
of the supposed inherent advantages of ICTs will be the toughest job. There is a curious silence on 
what these advantages are, and yet they contain within them an implicit threat: to ‘lose out’ on 
technology means failure, a ‘lack’ of education.  But is it any wonder that so many businesses—both 
rural and urban--do not place ICT strategy at the top of their agenda, when its ‘innovation’ is located in 
sequestered parks at the end of a pipeline?  In my view, what we have is not a ‘failure’ of SMEs to buy 
into the importance of ICTs. What we have instead is success in constructing innovation as something 
removed from day to day business, in which the state has played a role. The state establishes the 
nowhere from which technologies come, and acts as both facilitator and translator in its imagined 
emergence.  This process is constitutive of the successful construction of certain artifacts as a 
technology. 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Hierarchy in Policy (source: DTI, 2002).  


