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Beyond breakdown:

Exploring Regimes of

Maintenance
Jérôme Denis, David Pontille

Mending, repairing, fixing, restoring, preserving,
cleaning, recycling, up-keeping… an immense
variety of more or less noticeable practices take
part in the maintenance of objects, technologies
and infrastructures. In this article we would like to
make a first step into questioning such diversity.
How can we understand the differences in the ways
things are taken care of? What can we learn from
the variety of justifications for objects to be
mended, fixed, patched up, or patiently restored?
In which conditions are these operations
considered as important or negligible? To address
these questions, we propose to examine three
dimensions that we think can help in identifying
regimes of maintenance: the distribution of
maintenance practices, the kinds of objects that are
enacted through them, and the ecology of the
visible and invisible at play in the various ways
maintenance work is accomplished and organized.
Using several examples, we will outline two distinct
regimes in which these dimensions are configured
in radically different manners.

Who cares?

The way maintenance is experienced every day in
rich countries can be useful to identify a first
regime of maintenance. We use things that work,
we live in houses and apartments that do not
collapse, and we lean on reliable technical systems.
This mundane aspect of our lives is characterized
by a significant amount of maintenance work, of
which we are mostly unaware. Here, maintenance is
the exclusive domain of dedicated occupations that
are in charge of the supervision and the repair of
things. This is the case for instance of buildings
which come with their army of workers who take
care of them: plumbers, carpenters, electricians,
roofers[1]. In most Northern countries, large
infrastructures such as roads, bridges, electrical
grids, sewage and water systems are objects of
such specialized maintenance. So are the “bright
and shiny tools” that the innovation economy is
obsessed with,[2] the repair of which is intensely
controlled by manufacturers.

When things are organized in this way, a neat
boundary stands between occupational
communities and users. Through their daily
operations, dedicated workers perform flawless
objects and services that users are supposed to
enjoy without even thinking about maintenance
and repair. In this regime, concerns for vulnerability
are set apart from “normal” use. Material fragility
and the messy side of things are meant to remain
at the maintenance work perimeter, whilst
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11 Rethinking Repair

Steven J. Jackson

“There is a crack in everything. That’s how the light gets in.”

Leonard Cohen, Anthem

What world does contemporary information technology inhabit? Is it the 
imaginary nineteenth-century world of progress and advance, novelty and 
invention, open frontiers and endless development? Or the twenty-first-
century world of risk and uncertainty, growth and decay, and fragmenta-
tion, dissolution, and breakdown?

This chapter is an exercise in broken world thinking. It asks what hap-
pens when we take erosion, breakdown, and decay, rather than novelty, 
growth, and progress, as our starting points in thinking through the nature, 
use, and effects of information technology and new media. Broken world 
thinking is both normative and ontological, in the sense that it makes 
claims about the nature of technology and its relationship to broader social 
worlds, some of which may differ from deep-rooted cultural assumptions. 
But it is also empirical and methodological, an argument and provocation 
toward doing new and different kinds of research, and new and different 
kinds of politics, in media and technology studies today.

There are two basic components of the approach advocated here. The 
first is an appreciation of the real limits and fragility of the worlds we 
inhabit—natural, social, and technological—and a recognition that many 
of the stories and orders of modernity (or whatever else we choose to call 
the past two-hundred-odd years of euro-centered human history) are in 
process of coming apart, perhaps to be replaced by new and better stories 
and orders, but perhaps not. We know, now irrefutably, that the natural 
systems we have long lived within and relied on have been altered beyond 
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Cadrage: réparation & maintenance



Questions de recherche
(a) quelles formes de réparation 

et de transformation ?
(b) comment ces pratiques se 
construisent et se déploient ?
(c) une forme d’innovation 
silencieuse ?



Ethnographie multi-située
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Ethnographie visuelle
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Fanzine / objet intermédiaire
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Quelques enseignements



1. Diversité des lieux











2. Techniques











3. Réseaux







4. Documentation



5. Innovation



Merci!


