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TRACK  06.  UNCERTAINTY  AS  AN  ASSET?  NEOLIBERALIZED 
TECHNOSCIENCE AND THE MANUFACTURE OF WORLD AND 
THE SELF

The last  wave of  bio-nano-info  and cognitive technoscience is  characterized by  major 
changes  in  the  understanding  of  the  human  enterprise  vis-à-vis  the  biophysical  and 
biopsychic world. Rather than a given reality to be discovered, ‘nature’ is increasingly seen 
as  something  to  be  invented  and  manufactured,  with  uncertainty  as  contingency  and 
instability taken as a permanent feature of the world. Instead of caution and restraint – as 
usually called for  by social  science scholarship – this view prompts increasingly brave 
adventures, the ultimate goal of which is often depicted as a thorough transformation of 
nature  and  humanity  itself.  Such  ‘affirmative’  view  of  world,  body  and  mind  plasticity 
merges with the neoliberal, agency-enhancing, understanding of uncertainty. 

Neoliberal regulation has actually played a major role in shaping the new technoscience 
wave through an unprecedented extension of the range of ‘things’ open to appropriation 
and commodification. Personal self-understanding is framed as well in terms of ownership 
and  disposability  of  one’s  own  physical  and  psychical  constitution,  with  consequent 
increase in the scope of (alleged) choice and responsibility-taking. The biopolitical strategy 
of social risk minimisation (health, security, labour capacity, racial homogeneity, shared 
morality)  is  also  reframed and  expanded.  Once  individuals,  through  risk  profiling,  are 
considered to belong to a risk group, they may be treated as actually affected, and value 
for money is combined with preventive ‘solutions’ to problems and conflicts that cannot be 
cured but only locally ‘massaged’. In this sense the decisive implication of reproductive 
medicine and human genetics is the replacement of social arrangements with increasingly 
refined  and  personalized  techniques,  in  the  context  of  a  biological  and  intellectual 
manufactured scarcity which flattens any border between production and life.
If  neoliberalized  technoscience  entails  such  deep  changes  in  governmentality,  social 
science scholarship encounters here major challenges. The narrative of manufacture is 
endorsed  by  the  champions  of  nature  perfectibility  and  human  ‘enhancement’,  which 
weakens  the  bite  of  sociological  deconstruction.  And  if  Foucault-inspired  studies  are 
prominent in the effort of interpreting ongoing changes, Foucault’s own complex view of 
self-transformation  is  reflected  in  many  nuanced,  even  ambiguous,  accounts  of  the 
implications of technoscience development.

The thematic track focuses on such issues: namely the individual and societal implications 
of neoliberalized technoscience discourse and regulatory choices on the manufactured, 
plastic, disposable character of world and humanity (body, mind, the social tie), and social 
science capacity to critically reflect upon that. It welcomes papers that elaborate on these 
matters  from different  viewpoints:  theoretical  (e.g.  discussions on  Foucault-  or  Latour-
inspired scholarship), methodological (e.g. discussions on ethnographic vs. policy-oriented 
approaches) and empirical  (e.g.  case studies on biotech and nanotech applications to 
health, security and labour, or on research programs on converging technologies). 

Abstracts  of  no  more  than  500  words  should  be  sent  by  email  (following  website 
instructions) by 2010 March 15th.



Convenors

Luigi  Pellizzoni teaches  Sociology  of  the  environment  at  the  University  of  Trieste,  Italy.  His 
interests  concern  risk  and  uncertainty, environment  and  technoscience,  participation  and 
deliberative democracy. Current research focuses on risk governance in Europe, expertise and 
technological conflicts, biopolitics and neoliberalism. (http://www.dsu.units.it/staff.html)

Dario Padovan is senior researcher at the University of Turin, Italy, where he teaches Sociology of 
work.  His  interests  concern  history  of  sociology,  biopolitics,  environment,  expertise  and 
consumption. Current research focuses on urban ecology and insecurity, health and prejudice, and 
the role of experts in environmental conflicts.

Marja Ylönen works  as  a  researcher  at  the  University  of  Jyväskylä,  Finland.  She  has taught 
environmental sociology, qualitative methods and sociology of deviance. She is currently writing an 
environmental sociology textbook and finalizing her dissertation on social control of environmental
crimes. 
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