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Sociomics: Upon opening the ‘Black Box’ of proteomics & finding ourselves inside
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We are studying proteomics as one of ten Flagship Projects at the Centre for Economics and Social Aspects of Genomics (CESAGen) [1]. CESAGen is part of the Genomics Network funded by the UK Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC).  Within this Network, as its name suggests, the ESRC Genomics Policy & Research Forum has a particular responsibility for bringing social science research within the Network into policy decision-making. 

We are studying proteomics from the specialist field of science and technology studies (STS) which, like proteomics, is often traced back to the late 1970s. Earlier sociological studies of science tended to treat the contents & production of scientific knowledge that was generally accepted by other scientists as being true or correct as a ‘black box’. Thus, generally accepted scientific knowledge was treated as something that neither required, nor was indeed amenable to, sociological investigation & explanation.  One of the core objectives of our field, & one which distinguishes it from earlier studies, is to ‘open the black box’.  In other words, we are interested in the social processes involved in the production & evaluation of scientific knowledge, and our work requires of us an appreciation of the technical content of the knowledge fields we study, & an investigation into how knowledge in such fields is produced & validated. Hence our presence at proteomics congresses & workshops, such as this one.

However, in the process of studying proteomics we have become increasingly aware of similarities between our methods for studying, producing knowledge about, & representing proteomics on the one hand, & the methods used in proteomics to study, produce knowledge about, & represent proteome(s) on the other. Hence our coining of the word ‘sociomics’. 

Sociomics refers to a two-way traffic of approaches, concepts & knowledges between STS & the omics it studies. In one direction, sociomics alludes to what we perceive to be the ‘omicisation’ of STS (& perhaps the social sciences more broadly), both in terms of units of analysis & the requisite approaches (shared databases, technological platforms, Big Social Science research teams & budgets) for research at the level of the ‘sociome’.  In the opposite direction we perceive the socialisation of proteomics (& perhaps other omics), by which we refer to its use of approaches from the social sciences, such as social network analysis to & represent protein-protein interaction networks. 

In addition to this, in using the word sociomics we are also explicitly acknowledging how, through our research, we & other STS-ers are ourselves co-constructing proteomics. An example of this is our publication of an article on our maps of proteomics networks on the world wide web in the journal Proteomics knowing that the inevitable consequence of this is that it will incite both those who do & do not appear in our network maps to take action, & that this action will alter the social relations of proteomics as expressed through hyperlinking, which in turn will alter the future results of our research on proteomics networks on the world wide web [2].  Moreover, even those whose research the omics at a distance co-construct their objects of analysis. 

In summary, sociomics as the two-way trafficking of concepts, methods & even research materials presents STS-ers with unique opportunities for imaginative collaborations with omics researchers. Equally, sociomics as the entangled co-construction of knowledge, in particular knowledge that speaks to policy, entails responsibilities for, & requires sensitivities to, the various effects of the different types of knowledges that are produced. Moreover, sociomics transcends STS, & is relevant to a broader range of social sciences that research the omics, including bioethics, law & economics.  

In conclusion, sociomics provides a framework for mapping the entanglements between social sciences & the omics,. It also highlight the unique opportunities & responsibilities afforded to the social sciences that research the omics. And finally, critical reflection upon the latter may identify a manifesto for future research within the ESRC Genomics Network & beyond. 
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