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This paper focus on the laboratory, its materiality and animals that created the germ-
free experimental system belonging to professor Bengt E. Gustafsson (1916-1986). 
Gustafsson was recruited to Karolinska institutet, Stockholm as part of an 
organizational experiment institutionalizing flexibility in both the building and the 
organizational structure (the chair Gustafsson received was the first post as a 
“mobile professor”). However, the experimental system that he created was far from 
flexible.  

Gustafsson’s laboratory might be regarded less as a laboratory but as 
presenting a pattern more reminiscent of the hospital ward. What he developed was 
a closed system designed to stabilize and make permanent a certain exceptional 
physiological state (“germ-freeness”). This was accomplished through technical 
problem solving in erecting material barriers and interfaces between researcher, 
laboratory animal, and microbiological flora. The environment can be said to have 
made permanent a certain kind of “experimental situation”. While the 
accomplishment required developing a profound understanding of the role of 
microbes for the organism, in the end it ended up looking more like a technological 
tour de force, than as a fully developed experimental system. As such under 
Gustafsson’s successor, Tore Midtvedt, it went looking for more fully developed 
experimental applications. 
 By contrasting the experimental tinkering to uphold stability with the 
organizational argumentation of creating flexibility the presentation brings forth the 
ambiguity and interdependency between flexibility and vulnerability as concepts in 
the history of science and technology.  
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The presentation will require regular connections to a computer.   



 
 


