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TRACK 18. THE STRUGGLE FOR MEANINGS. 
REPRESENTATIONS AND DEBATES IN THE 
NANOTECHNOLOGY FIELD

There are considerable investments and a growing body of scientific studies, the interest 
from governments,  NGOs and activist groups, the marketing of innovative products for 
consumers and the proliferation of  initiatives for  involvement in  techno-scientific  public 
decisions. Nanotechnology is an increasingly discussed emerging field of technoscience, 
but  despite  this,  it  still  remains  hard  to  define,  circumscribe  and  understand  by  the 
stakeholders, let alone by lay-people. First, nanotechnology is not well known in the global 
media agenda,  and also when  it  receives attention,  it  appears to  be an issue scantly 
discussed, mainly debated through the use of positive or neutral framings. Second, as 
demonstrated  by  recent  research,  the  same  stakeholders  involved  in  the  debate  on 
technological  innovations  draw  attention  on  the  need  for  more  definite  and  clearer 
meanings beyond the ‘nanotechnology’ label; meanings capable of giving richer definitions 
than the purely technical ones, referring to the size of the object of study, deemed in some 
way inadequate - if not confusing - in order to assess nanotech innovations and their place 
in the socio-technical practices. Third, inquiries into both the social dimensions of the risks 
as  well  into  the  type  of  knowledge  connected  to  nanotechnologies  showed  that  also 
ignorance, ambiguity and uncertainty characterize the nanotechnological enterprise. This 
situation is due not only because risks remain very difficult to assess (such as for example 
in  the  case  of  nanoparticles),  and  because  the  public  has  little  knowledge,  but  also 
because nanotechnological  objects  seem to reveal  a  new level  of  reality  acting in  the 
background,  not  becoming  object  of  experience  but  remaining  unconsidered  and 
unconceptualized  for  our  world.  Despite  these  uncertainties  and  ambiguities, 
nanotechnologies  have  become  diffused  enterprises,  continuing  to  produce 
representations, images and shaping discourses in different arenas, from policy making to 
the public debate in mass media and the Web, from artistic expression to teaching and 
communication  in  educational  institutions,  as  well  as  in  initiatives  for  involvement  and 
public participation. This thematic track welcomes contributions able to show the different 
aspects  related  to  the  development  of  nanotechnologies,  identifying  and  mapping  the 
actors,  processes,  representations  and  the  meanings  involved.  Contributions  should 
deepen  how  the  different  attributes  of  nanotechnologies  spread  and  how  they  are 
performed in heterogeneous and displaced settings, differently open to public scrutiny. To 
investigate  and  discuss,  in  other  words,  the  various  ways  in  which  nanotechnologies 
constitute the setting for a series of ‘struggles for meanings’, going beyond a simple or 
unique definition. 

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