Securing state sponsorship for nanotechnology: The divergent form and
work of sociotechnical imaginaries in the United States and Australia
Georgia Miller, ARC Centre of Excellence for Convergent Bio-Nano Science & Technology

Illustration: Space elevator by Dean Ellis from Omni, July 1981

Key questions
• As they worked to consolidate state support for their field, how did
nanotechnology proponents in the US and in Australia seek to make claims
for its future value ‘sound credible’ to their respective political audiences?
• To what extent were supportive sociotechnical imaginaries available to
nanotechnology advocates, and what work did such imaginaries perform?

Conceptual framework
• “Sociotechnical imaginaries are collectively held, institutionally stabilized,
and publicly performed visions of desirable futures, animated by shared
understandings of forms of social life and social order attainable through,
and supportive of, advances in science and technology” (Jasanoff and Kim,
2015, p4)
• A site at which conceptions of national identity are co-produced with
technoscientific aspiration; they encode both “collective visions of the
good society” and science and technology’s place in it, and of “what a
nation stands for” (Jasanoff and Kim, 2009, p 123, 120)
• Discursive and ideational resources that can be used to motivate, direct
and justify states’ innovation policies (Levidow and Papaioannou, 2013)

Two study sites
• US Congressional hearings 2002-03
– 2 by Senate Committee on Commerce
– 2 by House of Representatives
Committee on Science

• Australian Prime Minister’s Science,
Engineering and Innovation Council
meeting 2005

US hearings
• A sociotechnical imaginary in which technological dominance was central
to US economic power and geopolitical standing:
“Nanotechnology is quickly transforming every corner of our modern
world... it is certainly going to occupy a major portion of our
technology economy. It is that promise, it is that potential that
should impel us as Americans, in a land that has always historically
valued and encouraged innovation and entrepreneurship, that we
embrace and support this research and this work. Our Nation has
been at the forefront of virtually every important and transformative
technology since the Industrial Revolution, and we must continue to
lead the world in the new frontier of nanoscience... I think it is vitally
important for the future of our country, for our competitive edge”
(Senator George Allen (R), Committee on Commerce 2002, p 5-6)

US hearings cont.
• A sociotechnical imaginary in government support was key to the success
of US innovators:
“We owe our world leadership in high technology to the
government’s timely investments at critical early stages, time and
again, when emerging technologies were most in need of a boost in
order to move toward eventual commercial success. From the dawn
of modern agriculture to aerospace to the launching of the
Information Age, government support has been a powerful catalyst
to drive basic research and accelerate technology transfer from the
laboratory to the marketplace... The Internet itself is an outgrowth of
federally supported research…”
(R&D program leader, Committee on Commerce, 2002, pp. 38-39)

Australian PMSEIC meeting
• The absence of a sociotechnical imaginary in which technological
innovation underpins national competitiveness
• The absence of a sociotechnical imaginary in which government’s
role is to assume risk and incur spending to ‘back the nation’s
innovators’
• Scepticism regarding the value of public funding for research
• A competing imaginary in which Australia’s wealth and comparative
advantage lies predominantly in mining

“Treasury they were touting a view… that research … is yet to prove its benefit
to the Australian economy because as they saw, the Australian economy was
going gang-busters from the mid-‘90s onwards largely driven by the mining
boom... and they could see that that wasn’t coming out of what they saw as
investment in R&D” (Public servant, June 2015)

Strategic innovation policy, including nanotechnology, was derailed by the
mining boom: “all heads turned and foolishly they dashed after the extractive
industries because it was easy and cheap… digging up Western Australia and
shipping it off to China” (Industry member, April 2015)

Then Chief Scientist Robin Batterham, present at the PMSEIC meeting,
recalled being nonplussed by predictions of nanotechnology wealth creation:
“’Disruptive technologies, 2.6 trillion...’, blah, blah, blah. It didn’t catch on… a
bunch of words” (Robin Batterham, April 2015)

Concluding thoughts
• Appealing to already familiar sociotechnical imaginaries helped make
speculative accounts of the future ‘sound credible’ to policy makers
• US nanotechnology proponents benefited by locating their own claims in
imaginaries in which state-sponsored technological innovation is central to
US wealth and geopolitical standing
• Australian proponents lacked access to such imaginaries and struggled to
make their own promissory claims ‘sound credible’
• There may be under-recognised variation in the degree to which policy
and political actors imagine technological innovation to be necessary to
national competitiveness
• The enduring influence of ‘old economy’ imaginaries, and seeming
tensions between the materiality of and imaginaries surrounding
industries such as mining, warrant greater attention
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