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The Care of Things is, among many things, a report
on the ways in which the world is at risk of falling
apart but remains held together within practices
of maintenance. It is, broadly, an introduction to
the field of ‘maintenance studies’ through STS
sensibilities. In the conclusion, its authors, Jérome
Denis and David Pontille, describe the book as
having an “ambulatory approach” (p. 242) that
wanders through this field. Along the way, main-
tenance is told through stories of graffiti removal
and metro signs, architectural heritage and vin-
tage cars, artworks and mobile phones, as well as
Lenin’s corpse and environmental preservation —
stories that are sometimes the authors’ own, but
also often draw from others’ empirical research.
Throughout the book, STS concepts offer van-
tage points for readjusting the analytical focus.
Material politics and delegation are put to the
test by the fragility of things. Attachments appear
in relation to a multisensorial attention and vigi-
lance towards objects. As an exercise in ‘empirical
philosophy’ (Mol, 2002), the book thus explores
philosophical topics like materialism and objectiv-
ity, time and subjectivity, or ethics, responsibility
and politics, through situated, empirical studies of
maintenance. And all of this is held together in a
light, perhaps performative, style of writing that is
evocative of the repetitive gestures and refrains of

maintenance: a ‘narrative matrix’ (Despret, 2021)
sustained by the voices, practices, and concerns of
people who take care of things, observe closely,
and hold reality together.

The book, as the authors stress, is partly a
response towards what has been referred to as
the contemporary ‘crisis of sensibility’ often asso-
ciated with the demand to renew our ways of
describing, ‘becoming-, and ‘thinking-with’ other
modes of existence or beings, like mushrooms,
trees, plants, bears, sheep, dogs, or other novel
phenomena that have come alive within the
ongoing environmental crisis (p. 5; see also Latour,
2015). The authors propose that multispecies
sensibilities, however, should not replace the
challenge of thinking and imagining our relations
with technical things. Maintenance, as a learned
practice, form of attention, and ‘cultivated art’
(Stengers, 2015) draws our attention back towards
those once-again ‘missing masses’ — artefacts,
devices, recalcitrant things, and fragile materials -
that are equally important components within the
fabric of human worlds. Maintenance, they argue,
is a way of attending to the world that is also a
remediation of this crisis of sensibility. In other
words, there are lessons to be learned from the
‘art of making things last, which constitutes inter-
dependent relationships of care and cultivates a
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‘material diplomacy’ that deals with decay instead
of fighting it (p. 57).

An important element of maintenance is that
it provides another narrative outside the logics
of modernity and its stories of progress, creative
genius, heroic actors, innovation, novelties, and
discontinuities (Chapter 1). This is also how Denis
and Pontille differentiate the more popular notion
of repair from maintenance. Repair remains
somewhat ‘modern; carried out in heroic gestures
of fixing things in stories of singular break-
downs, renewal, resilience, and progress (p. 20).
Maintenance runs counter to those linear narra-
tives composed of dramatic events. Instead, it
is the “practical invention of continuity” (p. 242),
the mundane acts of care, tactful adjustments,
attentive gestures, or expert techniques that hold
something in place, and the often invisible, badly
or unpaid work that makes sure that seemingly
nothing happens. In this careful ‘dance;, which
requires multisensorial engagement and material
choices, a situated ethics of care is cultivated,
full of doubt and hesitation (p. 208), relying on
a close attention to others’ manners of being
(Chapter 6). Maintenance therefore affords, as
Denis and Pontille stress throughout the book, an
emotional or affective sensibility: “maintenance
worries about the part of reality that doesn’t hold
together” (p. 48). It generates a knowledge of the
world that is not detached, ‘objective; or value-
free, but intimate, multisensorial, and attached
(Chapter 3). In other words, in maintenance the
world coheres in its own specific mode or key. It
has, as Etienne Souriau (2015) characterises beings
of fiction, a ‘solicitudinary’ existence. In mainte-
nance, the world is shaded in a particular kind of
light, based in concern, care, and ‘ontological tact’
(Despret, 2021). It begins from the position that
the material world is not guaranteed, that things
rust, crack, fall apart, and fail, and that there is
an inherent ‘fragility’ of things that requires an
attention to how everything relies upon others to
exist (Chapter 2).

There are many more maintenance stories and
conceptual twists to discover in this book that,
en passant, draws together ideas and insights
from STS, anthropology, psychology, history of
science, and sociology. Of course, they do not
miss to problematise time (Chapter 5) and identify

four ‘ontological gestures’ — prolongation, perma-
nence, slowing down and stubbornness - to mark
distinct modes of how things come to last. Time
also becomes an issue of contestation in conflicts
over ‘planned obsolescence’ and the ‘right to
repair’ (Chapter 7). What is at stake, as Denis and
Pontille stress, are the “the most ordinary opera-
tions of prolongation” (p. 128) in time, matter, and
the interdependent relations with others, human
and nonhuman, that compose the world.

Finally, Denis and Pontille sketch out a
politics of maintenance that addresses ‘material
diplomacy, a term coined by the Rotor collective,
as a forging of relationships between humans
and things. Importantly, this “barely outlined” (p.
7) politics entails the open questions of who and
what should play a part in negotiating the terms
and conditions of maintenance relationships. At
this point, we think the book could offer more of
a situated reflection on the limits of maintenance.
Instead, the authors give critical hints on how
the focus on maintenance might inform critical
analyses of contemporary modes of consump-
tion, technological innovation, and the unattained
ideal of circular economies. For instance, “[w]
hat is commonly called the ‘consumer society’ is
based on a systematic obliteration of the material
fraqgility of things - a denial of wear and tear” (p.
88). Reflecting on their own empirical focus on
industrialised countries, Denis and Pontille further
admit that the invisibility of maintenance and
fragility might be a privilege of the Global North,
whereas the (slow) violence of maintenance
work is more significant in the Global South. By
addressing this harmful dimension of mainte-
nance relationships, the authors just escape the
lure of romanticising ‘the care of things!

To conclude, we very much enjoyed this slow
and rich book, which cherishes, conceptualises
- almost fetishises — the mundane, invisible, and
often tedious work of maintenance. The authors
have succeeded in elegantly blending empirical
stories and theoretical reflection. However, we do
see a slightly totalising tendency, whereby every-
thing — even encounters, surprises, singularities,
and invention — can become elements of main-
tenance, and thus wonder: what are the limits to
maintenance? These limits must exist, for how
else could we make sense of discontinuity and
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transformation? In any case, The Care of Things can sibility and care into infrastructure studies, and
offer STS scholars a highly inspirational account of provides new perspectives on agency and matter
maintenance and its politics that includes coun- for rethinking our contemporary crisis of sensi-
terpoints to theories of sociotechnical transitions bility.

and innovation, translates questions of respon-
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