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DEMONSTRATION DYNAMICS AT A  
HIGH-TECH EVENT.  

Exploring a High-Stakes Spot of the  
Demonstration Society 

C L A U D E  R O S E N T A L   

INTRODUCTION 

Today we live in a demonstration society in which public demonstrations and, 
more specifically, public demonstrations of technology (or “demos”) are wide-
spread and play significant roles (Rosental 2021). Here, I will explore one im-
portant component of the demonstration society that relates to the very large set 
of high-tech conferences and fairs which are organized around the world each 
year. For this purpose, I will more specifically study the activities and interactions 
that took place during a recent high-tech summit, on the basis of ethnographical 
observations I carried out on site. I will show how this high-tech event led to a 
massive production of public demonstrations – including demos – which served 
various aims. I will unveil some of the material, organizational and cognitive as-
pects of this demonstration festival. 

I use the term “public demonstration” to refer to a specific range of practices 
and objects that are commonly described, be it as 1. public proofs, 2. gatherings 
intended to protest or express an opinion on a political issue, 3. public manifesta-
tions of an inclination, an intention or an emotion, or 4. actions consisting in 
showing something to an audience in order to explain, interest or impress. De-
mos – i.e., presentations of the working of technologies – correspond to this lat-
ter meaning (Rosental 2013). While a public demonstration may refer to a street 
protest, a military parade showing the strength of an army, or proof of a mathe-
matical theorem on the blackboard during a seminar, the term „demo“ refers 
more specifically to presentations of technologies in action given for instance by 
Steve Jobs during the launch of new Apple products, by market pitchers at popu-
lar fairs in order to sell household appliances (Clark and Pinch 1995, Le Velly 2007, 
Sherry 1998), or by famous YouTubers on the internet in order to promote vide-
ogames. 

Today demos have major stakes, including economic (Bloomfield and 
Vurdubakis 2002, Lampel 2001) and political ones (Girard and Stark 2007, 
Winthereik, Johannsen and Strand 2008). But they are certainly not contemporary 
inventions. They have a long history that includes, for instance, the demonstra-
tions of the Atwood machine in the eighteenth century or those of the magic lan-
tern in the nineteenth century (Hankins and Silverman 1995, Schaffer 1994).  

Tech fairs have also a long history which forms part of the development of 
various types of large gatherings in the Western world and includes the rise of 
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fairs in Europe in the Middle Ages, the development of industrial exhibitions in 
Europe and North America since the end of the eighteenth century, and the ex-
pansion of large periodic sectoral exhibitions and universal exhibitions celebrating 
the virtues of human genius since the end of the nineteenth century. It also in-
cludes the spectacularizing of science museums, the rise of science centers and 
the development of thematic and professional exhibitions between the late nine-
teenth and the early twenty-first centuries (Bennett 2006, Levin et al. 2010, Rader 
and Cain 2014).  

Social scientists have studied several aspects of tech fairs in the contempo-
rary period. Zilber (2011), for instance, investigated the institutional roles played 
by two high-tech conferences held in Israel in 2002, while Gross and Zilber 
(2020) looked at how the narrative mechanisms of two bio-tech conferences in 
Israel in 2005 and 2006 allowed its organizers to exert various faces of power in 
organizing the events. Focusing on material aspects, Simakova (2010) studied how 
representatives of a company participating in a high-tech fair organized their 
booth and which concrete choices they had to make in this context in order to 
support their marketing goals. Earlier, Downey (1998) had analyzed the strategies 
deployed in this type of setting in order to promote sales. Looking at competition 
between exhibitors in a trade show, Coopmans (2011) studied how the latter 
managed the secrecy of their technologies. 

These publications provide useful insights into the organizational, institutional 
and material aspects of high-tech conferences today. However, the ways in which 
technologies are demonstrated and the roles public demonstrations play in such 
contexts may be analyzed further. I will focus on these important dimensions in 
the case of the high-tech summit mentioned above. I will first examine the 
demonstrational setting and dynamics that characterized this event before analyz-
ing in greater detail a demo that was given during one of the conference sessions. 

A DEMONSTRATION FESTIVAL 

The high-tech conference I observed was held at a convention center in Jerusalem 
in 2020. Based on the data I could gather, there were more than 23,000 regis-
tered participants from 186 countries, including 1,200 entrepreneurs, 470 venture 
capitalists, representatives of 600 multinational corporations, and 210 speakers. It 
was a one-day annual event organized by a firm which I will call Promptinvest.1   

Promptinvest is an “investment platform” that selects startups in Israel and 
elsewhere. It both invests and promotes co-investment by various actors in the 
startups it has selected. It has also created high-tech funds in which large compa-
nies and several kinds of investors can buy shares. 33,000 entities had invested in 
Promptinvest financial products at the time of the event. Promptinvest also ac-
companies the startups it has selected in various ways. It provides mentoring and 

 
1 For the purposes of anonymity, I use a pseudonym here. 
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connections to other actors such as large companies in order to contribute to 
their growth and increase in value. 

One of the main goals of the organizers of the summit, which I will call 
Promptinvest 2020,2 was to promote Promptinvest itself to a public of investors, 
be it venture capitalists or large companies as much as it was to promote its funds 
and its individual startups. These investors could become co-investors and part-
ners of the startups belonging to Promptinvest’s portfolio. Another targeted audi-
ence was composed of journalists who could report on the event in various media 
and thereby help promote Promptinvest and its startups in larger circles.  

This context helped make Promptinvest 2020 a media event as well as a 
demonstration festival – a gathering at which an audience could watch public 
demonstrations of various kinds. The organizers used different means to demon-
strate to investors and large companies that they could trust Promptinvest, that 
its portfolio of startups had been submitted to a rigorous selection and that this 
set of high-tech companies was of the highest quality.  

One of these means consisted in displaying the quantity and quality of actors 
and especially speakers that Promptinvest was able to gather during the summit. 
These included major corporate leaders (e.g., CEOs and high-ranking executives 
of renowned firms), prominent authors and scientists (e.g., a Nobel Prize winner), 
and famous political representatives and government officials, in addition to a 
large number of entrepreneurs and investors. This served as a demonstration of 
the strength, “success” and credibility of Promptinvest. 

This demonstration of strength was also supported by a rich program of ac-
tivities. It included a long list of lectures, roundtables, and training sessions held in 
parallel. The diversity of topics and of the categories used to classify the latter 
helped show that Promptinvest had a very wide range of expertise and was a key 
player in the high-tech industry.  

Plenary sessions focused, for instance, on Promptinvest activities, on how the 
company uses its networks for business development, on the “most promising” 
startups and investment opportunities, on current top tech trends, on the latest 
developments in cyber-tech, and on the future of the startup nation and its coop-
eration with other countries in the region. In addition to the plenary sessions, 
“breakout sessions” addressed several issues: how to build autonomous cars 
within the framework of current regulations, how US–China competition affects 
investment in Israel, the main trends in health tech, venture capitalists’ stories, 
“meet the startups sessions” in different technological fields (software, semicon-
ductors and optics, agriculture and food tech, sport, cyber and finance technolo-
gies, the medical field, energy, enterprise hardware and artificial intelligence, 
transportation). As for the training sessions, some were organized for investors 
and focused on how to invest in startups, or on the art of estimating their value. 
Other training sessions especially designed for high-tech entrepreneurs bore on 

 
2 Idem. 
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how to do fundraising, how to recruit “amazing people,” and how to sell one’s 
company (or “exit”). This mix of topics showed that Promptinvest possessed a 
strong expertise on many specialized issues related to the high-tech industry, but 
also broad views on economic and political matters which could all inform wise 
investment decisions.  

Other activities organized during Promptinvest 2020 put forward another 
strength of the investment platform: its powerful network and its ability to con-
nect all kinds of actors, and especially possible investors and startups, in order to 
generate business and increase the value of firms/investments. A strong emphasis 
was put on “networking.” Many meetings were organized in advance or favored 
in order to put the startups selected by Promptinvest in touch with registered 
participants. There were actually more than 1,000 one-to-one meetings that 
were scheduled by the organizing team before the summit started. These sched-
uled meetings were held in designated rooms, while more informal gatherings 
took place in various spaces of the convention center. These spaces included bars 
and food stands around which people could stand or sit and talk while eating food 
or drinking. This apparatus contributed to increase meeting opportunities, as par-
ticipants did not have to exit the convention center in order to eat or drink during 
the event. Another important meeting device consisted in booths held by startups 
in the exhibition halls of the convention center. These booths were privileged 
spaces for representatives of the startups to meet attendees.  

Many meetings took place during “networking breaks” between sessions, or 
during the party that ended the summit in the evening, to be continued later on at 
Jerusalem’s open-air market. As the conference program stated, the motto was 
“drink, network, party”: “At the end of Summit Day, the incredible networking 
continues into the night, as the crowd moves to Mahane Yehuda Market, the cul-
tural center of Jerusalem. The night will be filled with delicious food, craft beer, 
live music, and great conversation.” Additonally, although the summit lasted for 
one day only, some participants had an opportunity to “network” for a whole 
week. Some events were organized by Promptinvest for its VIP participants. They 
consisted, for instance, of private lectures and visits to startups. Altogether, some 
twenty-four events were organized during the week.  

As a result, Promptinvest 2020 helped put in touch and sometimes bring to-
gether various actors while displaying the strength of this global connecting activi-
ty to the participants and to the media. Some of the meetings consisted mainly of 
discussions, but others were strongly mediated by demonstrations of technolo-
gies. Some interactions took place, for instance, around demonstrations of prod-
ucts at the conference booths. Among other things, information, contacts, and 
ideas were exchanged during or after demonstrations of how devices worked. 
Demos did not simply consist of displays of technologies, then, but were also es-
sential conditions for exchange of all kinds of resources while helping shape the 
nature of interactions and relations. 
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Many demos were also given on stage before larger audiences. As I will illus-
trate later, these demonstrations consisted of large shows or even theatrical per-
formances to some extent, depending on the meaning one gives to the notion of 
theater (Latour 1988, Smith 2009). Promptinvest’s demonstration festival was 
thus largely made of public demonstrations of technology produced on site. This 
is actually well illustrated by the narrative that was published on Promptinvest’s 
website several months later to explain why the firm did not want to organize an 
online event in 2021, when the conference couldn’t take place face-to-face due to 
the coronavirus pandemic: “We’ve made the decision not to hold the Summit in 
2021…. because one of the hallmarks of the Summit is the personal interaction of 
the global crowd – (that is: 1) hands-on tech demos, (2) direct access to entre-
preneurs, and (3) shoulder-to-shoulder networking with investors, innovation ex-
ecutives and venture capitalists.” 

Thus, demonstrating was portrayed by the organizers of Promptinvest as a 
feature as important as meeting opportunities, if not crucial for meetings. But 
demos didn’t simply serve Promptinvest’s goals. They also helped entrepreneurs 
find investors, partners or clients and promote their companies in the media. 
They were tools that potential investors used to decide whether or not they 
should invest in, or partner with, given startups. Political representatives used 
them as an opportunity to associate their image with technological progress, en-
trepreneurial dynamism and economic prosperity. Demos also helped journalists 
produce attractive pictures and videos of the conference and publish enthusiastic 
stories about the technologies on display. Entertaining, unexpected and impres-
sive demos were useful resources for journalists to capture the attention of their 
audiences and argue that “something happened,” that an “event” was taking place 
and particularly that significant innovations, a cabinet of curiosities, and the future 
could be seen on site. 

As a result, demos played various roles at different levels for many actors. 
They also helped define the meaning of “participating in the summit” for its at-
tendees. Participating in the conference did not simply entail walking from one 
meeting place or lecture to another, standing, sitting, discussing, listening, eating 
and drinking. It also involved seeing and sometimes touching or manipulating de-
vices.  

Active participation and the large set of activities proposed by the summit 
contributed to a very energetic atmosphere and to the celebration of various val-
ues. One of them was technological progress, backed up by science, as a source 
of individual profit and pleasure. These appeared in the narratives produced dur-
ing Promptinvest 2020 as fully compatible with collective prosperity and benefits 
for humanity. Capitalism and high-tech could work hand in hand and appeared as 
a form of humanism, as technologies were portrayed as solutions to all kinds of 
societal problems, and as economic growth contributed to better living conditions 
and increased pleasures. The power of individuals was also celebrated, as the lat-



CLAUDE ROSENTAL 

NAVIGATIONEN 22
 

T
E

C
H

 |
 D

E
M

O
 

ter could efficiently act in, and on, the world while finding solutions to many prob-
lems and networking with others. 

In order to illustrate the ways in which such values were carried by the 
demonstration festival, as well as unveil how demos were run, it is now useful to 
focus on one detailed example. 

DEMOS 

Many sessions at the conference participated in portraying the world as consisting 
of problems that could be solved, especially with the appropriate technologies. 
This technological solutionism is illustrated by the summit program’s summary of 
a session entitled “The High-Tech Horror Show: Our Worst Fears and How 
Startups Can Address them”:  

Climate Change, the Dark Web, Gene Tinkering, Fake News, Cyber-
hacking… We’re putting the sum of all fears on stage in dramatic live 
demos, scary videos, and audience participation, then showing how 
Armageddon can be avoided through breakthrough technologies that 
will protect your privacy, treat disease, save lives, and help you sleep 
at night. 

This summary illustrates how new technologies were portrayed not only as 
sources of profit and as a basis for a flourishing liberal economy during 
Promptinvest 2020, but also as an asset for humanity, to the extent that they 
could solve problems the latter faces in many domains (e.g., medicine, environ-
ment, cyberlife). “Dramatic live demos” were key to supporting both this narra-
tive and this solutionist view of the world. This may be also illustrated by the con-
tent of another session entitled “Demo Theater: No Pitches, just Wow.” Its 
outline set the tone: “A lineup of the coolest, most eyepopping technologies from 
leading edge startups. Live demonstrations by the innovators themselves, with a 
bit of unique audience participation mixed in. Popcorn will be served!” This ab-
stract highlights the fact that impressive, entertaining and peppy demos played a 
crucial role in the festival. The event did not simply rely on verbal arguments and 
exchanges, but was also very much about showing technologies in action, accom-
panying discourses with gestures and visual support, and producing spectacular 
shows involving audience participation where possible.  

One of the technologies presented during this session was a piece of soft-
ware that provided personalized aerobic lessons. Thanks to an ordinary webcam 
on a laptop, this device could analyze the moves of a person doing exercise and 
coach him or her during the lessons. The software indicated, for instance, how to 
correct one’s posture while performing the exercises and gave a grade at the end 
of each lesson. The presentation of this technology consisted of a short video on a 
large screen showing how the piece of software worked. Then a “friendly” com-
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petition involving members of the audience was organized to demonstrate the 
functionalities of the device in a playful way.  

Another presentation displayed a technology that transforms a Wi-Fi box into 
a radar in order to detect and analyze the movements of the people in its sur-
roundings. Several applications of this device were put forward, but one main-use 
case was shown on stage. It consisted in detecting “unusual activity” at home, 
such as an elderly person falling over while walking to the bathroom. A demo was 
given, showing how an old man’s fall could be detected and automatic calls could 
be sent to his family and to medical emergency services. This presentation de-
serves detailed analysis. 

The performance was introduced by a presenter of the Demo Theater ses-
sion in a very energetic way for one minute and five seconds. The company, 
which we will call Serenity,3 was described as “reinventing Wi-Fi.” In order to 
warm up the large audience in the room, the presenter asked those who did not 
have a Wi-Fi connection in their houses to raise their hand. He then insisted on 
the fact that “a stronger round of applause” be given to welcome Serenity. 

The presentation lasted for 10 minutes and 50 seconds. It was composed of 
an introductory pitch with a PowerPoint presentation on a large screen for the 
first 4 minutes and 47 seconds. Then a demo lasting 3 minutes and 9 seconds was 
given, followed by a concluding speech of 2 minutes and 54 seconds. 

The introductory pitch started on an enthusiastic note (“Hello. So much en-
ergy. I’m super excited to be here”) followed by a one-sentence introduction by 
the speaker (“My name is Michael Clark,4 I’m the CEO and founder of Serenity”) 
and a brief presentation of the company’s activities. On the basis of the idea that 
Wi-Fi is everywhere, Michael Clark argued that it “makes sense to try to make 
more out of your Wi-Fi, generate more value.” Using a few sketches on a Power-
Point presentation displayed on a large screen, he then explained in a concise 
manner how the radar system worked (“it’s a little bit too techy, quite scientific. 
So I’m going to spare you the details”). He insisted on some of the possible ways 
in which the technology could be used. Michael Clark mentioned that the radar 
could help locate a person, count how many people are in a room, tell if a being is 
a human or an animal, and identify the types of moves of a person thanks to 
“well-trained machine learning algorithms.” The radar could detect if a person is, 
for instance, walking forward, walking backward, slipping over, sitting down, 
standing up, running, or moving his hands in a circular or other way. 

Further to a demonstration showing how the radar system could detect an 
old man’s fall and then call his family and an ambulance (I will analyze it later on), 
Michael Clark again used a PowerPoint presentation to evoke other specific uses 
of the technology for “elderly care,” such as monitoring “the amount of steps that 
[an old person] was doing throughout the day. Based on that, you can get to con-

 
3 Idem. 
4 Idem. 
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clusions about his health situation.” He then mentioned possible applications in 
other domains: “Examples could be safety, home security, energy management, 
smart cities. We’re looking at applying this technology within office buildings, 
within factories…. But in addition, that Wi-Fi technology can monitor and count 
how many people are in front of the TV at a certain point in time. Also maybe an-
alyze their gestures, and that information can be fed back to the TV provider or 
the advertiser to help improve their monetization.”  

The presentation ended with these “examples” and was followed by a few 
comments from the presenter of the Demo Theater session, before the latter in-
troduced another company: “That's beautiful. Thank you, Serenity. I mean, it’s ba-
sically Wi-Fi, like you have in your house, meets radar. Redefining Wi-Fi. It’s in-
credible.” 

Let us now move to the content of the demo. Michael Clark commented on 
the actions of an actor representing an old man called John, who went to a sofa, 
sat there, stood up and fell over. John’s moves were represented on two large 
screens and said to be followed by a Wi-Fi box located in front of the sofa. After 
John fell on the stage, a call to his son and to emergency services was displayed on 
a third screen. The demo ended with Michael Clark making sure that John was 
OK and cancelling the ambulance as John went back to his sofa. Here is a tran-
script of the performance: 

And with that said, I want to do a small demo. So, I’m going to invite 
over a friend here. His name is John. He might look young, but he’s 
actually 80 years old [the actor in fact looks young]! He’s pretty 
healthy. And this is his apartment, right? Imagine that this is his living 
room. And this is the sofa where he loves to sit down and watch TV. 
So, imagine that the TV is here. Now, this is our router with our Wi-Fi 
radar inside. Okay, that’s a prototype of our radar. And we have here 
two screens, right? The first screen, which is on my right or on the 
left, shows two things. The first one is the tracking of his movement. 
We’ll see a red dot, which is following his movement inside the living 
room. And the second one, the blue screen, or the blue portion, ac-
tually is going to depict his movements or the analysis of his move-
ments. In the middle, we’re going to share you with some insights or 
some triggers or alerts that we’re generating based on the events 
which are being generated as we speak. So, with that said, let’s see 
what’s going to happen when he’s going to watch TV. So, as you can 
see, when he’s walking [John is walking towards the sofa], we’re sup-
posed to see that when he’s walking, there is a red dot which is fol-
lowing his location, right? [Michael Clark is pointing at one of the 
screens] And this red dot is actually indicating his whereabouts. In 
parallel, what we’re able to do is to identify the exact dynamics of his 
movements. So here the system was able to identify two events, 
walking and sitting down. So, this is happening, right? And we’re track-
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ing him and monitoring him. We’re doing that without invading his 
privacy because this is not a camera. We’re not taking his pictures. 
We don’t know who he is. We’re just analyzing certain movements 
and certain events. That’s the beauty of using Wi-Fi. Now he’s watch-
ing TV and at a certain point he needs to go to the bathroom and let’s 
see what’s going to happen. I’m going to give you a tip. Stay tuned 
while this is happening. There’s going to be an interesting event. So 
please go ahead [John stands up, walks away from the sofa and falls 
over]. So, as you can see, we’re tracking him and then unfortunately, 
he fell down. Now this is an important event to monitor because this 
is an emergency event. And what we can see here on these screens is 
actually two things [Michael Clark is pointing at the screens]. The first 
one is that we’re able to detect the fact that he stood up. The second 
thing, we’re able to detect the fall event. And based on that, the sys-
tem generated an alert. The alert was sent to John’s son’s mobile de-
vice. And the app is showing that a fall event has been detected in the 
living room. And the app is calling an ambulance. Now, let me check 
on him [Michael Clark checks if John is fine]. Are you okay? Okay, so 
we can cancel the ambulance and he’s going to go back to his sofa 
[Michael Clark is pointing at one of the screens while John goes back 
to the sofa and sits there]. And we can see that the red dot keeps on 
tracking him, and that we were able to identify the sit-down event.  

This demo, like the whole presentation, clearly carried various values I previously 
referred to. The technology was portrayed not only as an opportunity for new 
profit (e.g., for TV providers or advertisers) but also, and foremost, as acting for 
the good of humanity. Although it was not depicted as a source of pleasures like 
the aerobics software presented during the same session, it was shown as a tool 
that could save the lives of elderly people and help improve their health as well as 
improving the safety and management of factories, homes, and cities. And despite 
the fact that the radar system could easily be seen as violating people’s privacy, it 
was described on the contrary as helping to protect it, compared to cameras. In 
this way, the presentation also illustrates how technological solutionism permeat-
ed the narratives, the exchanges, and the worldviews during the conference (e.g., 
the world is structured by a series of problems and solutions, technology can 
solve societal problems while empowering individuals, high-tech and capitalism 
are a source of profit, pleasure, and good for humanity).5  

The performance corresponded to common ways of practicing presentations 
and demos in the high-tech industry (Rosental 2007). It also matched various 
norms produced by specialists in the marketing of technologies inspired by Steve 
Jobs’ communication style (Gallo 2010) or by technology evangelists such as Guy 

 
5 For a critique of technological solutionism, see Morozov (2013). 
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Kawasaki (Kawasaki and Moreno 2000). The term technology evangelist is gener-
ally used to describe an individual who is able to “convert” a large number of 
people to a technological product, inviting them to participate in a better world 
and demonstrating messianic zeal, in a posture comparable to that adopted by 
certain Christian Evangelists (Kawasaki 2022). Sometimes it also corresponds to a 
professional title: Kawasaki had the title of chief evangelist when he worked at 
Apple. The standards and skills for high-tech demos to which I have just referred 
circulate by mimicry as much as through specialized books and individual coaching 
(Rosental 2021). Some of them may be mentioned here. 

First, a strong emphasis was put on showing versus telling. The presentation 
didn’t simply consist of a long speech, a verbal performance accompanied by ges-
tures and images, or a PowerPoint presentation. The heart of the performance 
was a demonstration of technology. Admittedly, the title of the session was not 
accurate. It was not “no pitches, just wow.” It combined a pitch, a PowerPoint 
presentation, and a demo. Steve Jobs also combined various sequences when he 
designed his shows for the launch of Apple products, but demos played a major 
part too. 

Secondly, the presentation, and especially the demo sequence, relied on sto-
rytelling. The demonstrator told a concrete story about a situation that possible 
users of the technology could encounter. This story was structured by a solution-
ist approach to the world. 

The demonstration also echoed some of the principles of Aristotelian rheto-
ric that commonly feed marketing techniques. It played not only on logos, but also 
on pathos and ethos (LaGrandeur 2003). In more contemporary terms, the de-
monstrator appealed to the audience’s reason while also playing on affects and 
basing his credibility in particular on a benevolent attitude towards the audience. 
The care for others was equally evident in the presentation of life-saving or health 
technology. But the demonstration wasn’t simply based on verbal rhetoric. It im-
plemented what I call techno-rhetoric (Rosental 2021). The demonstration relied 
on the production of words, gestures, and handling of technological devices in a 
coordinated fashion. 

As in Steve Jobs’ presentations, the demonstration was marked by a noticea-
ble quest for simplicity, straightforwardness, and concision. The demonstrator 
presented himself in no more than a sentence, talked very briefly about his com-
pany, and then went straight to the point. Few slides were used. The demonstra-
tor succinctly exposed the principles of the technology and very quickly focused 
on its concrete features and on examples of use. As he mentioned, he made sure 
he was not “too” technical, and the emphasis was put on exemplifying. 

Moreover the presentation did not display a large set of technical features of 
the device. On the contrary, it showed a drastically limited selection of the prod-
uct’s features. It was completed in a few minutes. The demo itself lasted only 
around three minutes and its scenario was utterly uncomplicated, mirroring the 
minimalist and purified set.  
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The vocabulary used by the demonstrator was also typical of exemplary high-
tech demonstrations. It was largely “non-technical” and “user-oriented.” It in-
cluded familiar terms, superlatives and markers of enthusiasm (e.g., “I am super 
excited”). This vocabulary matched a casual attitude that also expressed itself in 
the tone and the clothes of the demonstrator, and that contributed to a will to 
entertain.  

The use of short sentences and even slogans that were often repeated (e.g., 
“it’s redefining Wi-Fi,” “we’re doing that without invading his privacy”) also corre-
sponded to canonical practice.  

The search for audience participation, although very limited in the Wi-Fi case 
compared to the presentation of the aerobic piece of software, was not a singular 
practice either. It was a “trick” that was as banal as it was effective, and is not 
unique to high-tech demos. Thanks to the choice of the audience’s members and 
their skillful guidance, the simplicity of use of the aerobic software could be em-
phasized. This method can be compared to that of a magician whose tricks tend 
to appear all the more spectacular as one or more members of the audience are 
involved (Jones 2011).6 Many experienced demonstrators commonly use this 
technique so that the members of the audience can more easily identify with the 
ideal users of the technology displayed during the demo. 

CONCLUSION 

The staging of the “Demo Theater” session and more particularly of the Wi-Fi 
demo illustrates how demos were key to the high-tech conference. Together 
with other forms of public demonstrations, they contributed to making the high-
tech event a demonstration festival and a demonstration of the strength, “suc-
cess” and credibility of the company that organized it while serving the diverse 
aims of the many participants. The analysis of the demos’ content also reveals 
how their details fitted and carried many of the stakes and values of the confer-
ence. In particular, demos helped create sociotechnical imaginaries (Jasanoff and 
Kim 2015) according to which technology appears a source of profit, pleasure, 
economic prosperity, and good for humanity. High-tech and capitalism were 
shown as compatible with a form of humanism and as a solution to many societal 
problems. 

This study illustrates some of the practices and norms of production of de-
mos in the high-tech field. These include the role of storytelling, the importance 
given to showing versus telling, and the implementation of techno-rhetoric. The 
study also brings to light the ways in which demos today help support technologi-
cal promises, contribute to the marketing of technologies, and participate in eco-
nomic life. It shows how demos may carry political messages in an entertaining 
way and contribute to a solutionist view of the world structured by solutions – 

 
6 See also Katharina Rein’s contribution to this volume of Navigationen, which focuses on the 

relationship between magic and demos. 
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especially technological solutions – applied to problems made public at demon-
stration sites. Furthermore, this case study illustrates the fact that demos cannot 
be reduced to proofs, persuasion tools, and theatrical performances in general. 
While helping put individuals in touch or bring them together through the media-
tion of artifacts in action, they also represent full-fledged forms of interaction and 
a major apparatus for anthropological and economic exchange.  

Finally, this study brings to light how high-tech conferences represent privi-
leged spaces for observing the production and uses of public demonstrations in 
today’s world. Hopefully, such sites will be subjected to further empirical and ana-
lytical investigations by social scientists and media scholars in the years to come. 
Indeed, such explorations should no doubt help us better understand some of the 
ins and outs of demonstration society. 
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