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You are currently viewing a bespoke and printed-on-
demand issue from the .able journal online platform. 
In this print.able edition, you will find print variations of 
interactive image-based web articles. You can visit the 
online articles at any time and free of charge on .able, 
as well as design and print your own issue.

.able visual essays take the form of one of the five 
original formats that have been developed for the 
journal. Each format offers a different user experience.
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scroll.able
Content moves up and down as the user scrolls.
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pan.able
Content moves from left to right as the user scrolls.
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zoom.able
Content appears as the user zooms in or out.
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story.able
Content appears as a storyboard with optional captions.
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video.able
Multi-format video content.
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publishing process
.able offers a new publishing space for interdisciplinary 
research to both the academic community and the 
wider public. With its radical approach to publishing, 
the journal reinterprets the traditional publishing process. 

A distributed platform designed to publish image‑based 
academic articles resulting from practice‑based research 
at the intersection of art, design, and science that 
deals with contemporary issues (environmental, socio‑
economic, and anthropotechnical issues to name a few).

A peer‑reviewed journal, .able produces academic 
articles in the form of visual essays that can reach 
a wide audience. 

To submit a contribution, visit:  
www.able‑journal.org/contribute

1. pre-contribution submission
Online submission form: 

www.able‑journal.org/contribute

2. pre-review
Pre‑review by .able’s editorial team.

if negative: 
the board provides feedback to 
the main contact, clarifying its 
choice and/or giving advice for 

a new submission

if positive: 
a more detailed proposal 

is requested by e‑mail

3. detailed proposal submission
Additional elements on the contribution as well as information 

on the production process and the support required 
from . able to produce the contribution.

5. production
Establishment of a non‑exclusive contract 

for the transfer of rights to enable open‑access 
publishing. Production supported by the .able 
editorial team (editorial mediator, technical 

support, etc.).

6. compliance
Preparation and delivery of the content according 

to the specifications of the chosen .able layout.

7. integration
The contribution is integrated on the .able 
platform by the .able team with the help of 

the editorial mediator and/or in dialogue with 
the main contact for the contribution.

8. validation
Scientific and artistic verification. 

9. publishing
Range of formats: mobile / web / pdf /  

print‑on‑demand / social networks.

10. communication
Each contribution will benefit from a dedicated 

media release and communication.

If an issue is reported, corrections 
are made in dialogue with the main 

contact for the contribution. 

4. review
Dual‑anonymous review. 

if a double negative: 
feedback from the 

reviewers is provided 
to the main contact

if one yes 
and one no: 

another review by 
an external expert is 

undertaken

if double yes: 
the project enters 
the production‑
process phase

if no if yes
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an opportunity to learn
unmaking as a form 
of knowledge production
Anaïs Bloch and Nicolas Nova – November 9, 2023
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The visuals represented here derive from a two-year 
ethnographic project about smartphone repair practices 
in Switzerland, focusing on repair stores, hackerspaces, 
Fab labs, and temporary venues such as repair cafés, 
which mostly focus on the material elements of the 
hardware (broken screens or buttons) and software 
issues (data recovery, setting updates, applications 
installation, etc.). Spending time in these shops over 
several months, allowed us to understand the positive 
social dimensions they have in local neighborhoods: 
while customers sometimes come to drink a cup of 
coffee and seek help with hardware issues (broken 
screens and damaged buttons), the repairers also help 
with minor problems for free (restoring settings, changing 
language or notification configurations) and sometimes 
fulfill roles way beyond their stated function, for instance 
by helping with administrative services (such as booking 
appointments online or filing tax forms).

Our investigation addressed the practices of the 
technicians who founded, or operate, these places. 
We focused on how these individuals come to end up 
fixing customers’ devices, and more specifically, on how 
they learned to handle products that manufacturers 
did not design to be repaired. This project hypothesized 
that a greater understanding of digital artifact 
maintenance is fundamental to meet the challenges 
of an era of environmental crisis and consumer waste. 
The description of repairers’ practices, and the way they 
build their own know-how and expertise, highlight users’ 
efforts to improve the sustainability of their technical 
objects, regardless of manufacturers’ intentions.

Focusing on repair stores, this comic strip visually 
describes the importance of “unmaking” as a learning 
tactic that repairers adopted to generate knowledge 
about the objects they plan to fix. This series of 
ethnographic vignettes illustrates the information 

these practitioners uncover by disassembling new 
phone models, documenting their manipulations, 
and sharing them with local and regional peers through 
media such as WhatsApp groups. This way of working 
against manufacturers can be seen as a form of 
“counter-making” (contre-faire) (Allard 2015, 164), 
mirroring the notion of “critical making” proposed by 
Matt Ratto in order to refer to knowledge generation 
emerging through material engagement with technology 
(Ratto 2011, 253).

From a methodological perspective, this contribution 
also illustrates the visual dimension of the notion of 
“ethnographic vignette” (a situation observed and 
extracted from the field) that interested us in this project 
both for pragmatic reasons (observational drawing as 
a means of gaining acceptance in the field) and as an 
epistemological choice (in order to explore alternative 
formats of ethnographic accounts). Interestingly, 
this design choice was made because over the two 
years of the research project, several participants 
expressed their reluctance to being filmed and 
photographed, with some mentioning that they lacked 
the necessary work permits and risked being identified. 
As a consequence, the use of drawings became a 
solution to be respectful of these repairers, a way to 
avoid being too intrusive in their work context. However, 
we used photography to document the context of these 
shops as well as their material culture, with devices, 
tools, and ways of communicating. The combination 
of field drawings with these pictures highlights what 
“counter-making” actually means, from testing a 
dismantled device to solving a client’s problem.

pan.able
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This contribution was published on www.able-journal.org 
in a pan.able format: 

www.able-journal.org/en/an-opportunity-to-learn

When the user scrolls, each image layer moves from left 
to right at different speeds giving an impression of depth 
in the page.

level-2

level-1
slowest

level-3
fastest

credits
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drawings: Anaïs Bloch
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