Assignment 4: Developing the Main Research Questions
Due on March 21st
In your last assignment, you looked at various ways to map out possible data sources for your research project. This can be a lot of fun, because you get to see how your project can branch off in many different directions. But now it’s time to move in the other direction: invent a main research question you can claim to be answering. Keep in mind that this is just an exercise: just take a guess at what your dissertation might be about, pretend like you actually know something about it.
Your assignment is to produce:

1) A statement of the main research question. 
2) Three sub-questions which describe the components of your main research question, and their relation to your data sources and theoretical interests.
3) Some commentary on the above – for example what seems promising and what may be problematic, where the gaps are for you, etc. In other words, for the main research question and 3 sub-questions, you should make it look professional and precise, as if you know what you are talking about. In the commentary, you can ‘fess up to being clueless, and fret about whatever concerns you have regarding the research.

Two examples of main/sub-questions:

A. STS grad Tolu Odumosu wanted to study cell phones in Nigeria. He was particularly fascinated by how well cell phones worked in comparison to the rest of the infrastructure (electrical, transportation, etc.). Thus his main research question: “This project then seeks to put into question the mobile phone network in Nigeria, as an exemplar of functioning technological system. By examining (interrogating) mobile telephony culture and practice in Nigeria, this dissertation seeks to identify and illuminate some of the reasons why this particular sociotechnical system seems to be functional whereas so many others have failed.” 

 Tolu’s sub-questions broke this into 3 areas: 
a. How does engineering of the cell phone system take place in Nigeria, given the very different circumstances from that of Europe? How can we think in theoretical terms about appropriation at the level of engineers, rather than at the lay level as previously understood?
b. How does the daily appropriation of cell phones by ordinary citizens occur, and how does this “matter” for the emerging sense of Nigerian modernity? What is it about Nigerian culture and history that may have facilitated this?
c. How has the Nigerian government mediated between citizens and cell phone corporations? Given the authoritarian history of the Nigerian state, how is this exemplar of technological democracy possible?
(Note that Tolu’s sub-questions only became apparent after some initial research, and then turned out to be more concerned with the issue of  appropriation, which was never asked in his main question—he did not know it would go in that direction when he began. Research questions evolve as data arrives).

B. STS grad Shailaja Valdiya was struck by the contrast between India’s liberal model of government investment in public health care and medical research, and its embracement of the new global intellectual property regime and participation in the global pharmaceutical industry. Thus her main research question: “This project will explore how these tensions play out in the different fields that define the institutional sociology of biomedical research in India, with an emphasis on the opportunities and challenges faced by various scientific cultures and policy units as they make decisions on how to invest precious research resources.” Her 3 sub-questions:

a. How have changes in public policy in India associated with neoliberal reform (such as new intellectual property law regimes, privatized healthcare, and new research funding sources and priorities) affected biomedical research?

b. What differences might one observe among the changes occurring in the various settings and types of biomedical research in India? For example, how are the changes in university-based research different from those occurring in government-based research, or in subclinical and epidemiological research versus clinical research?

c. What general lessons does the study of neoliberalism and scientific research in India have for the broader STS analysis of changing configurations of scientific research? In other words, how does the comparative perspective offered by India help contribute to STS theorizing on changes in structures of research, such as academic capitalism and asymmetric convergence?

