 MODULE 3: EMERGENT OBJECTS
New things are made and introduced into the world, directly or indirectly, all the time – iPods, nuclear devices, venture capital firms, knock-out mice, modified nucleotides, cinnamon waffles, designer jeans, Wired, Microsoft, varieties of apples and dogs and yeast, type 2 diabetes epidemics, to name a few recent ones. The issues of what things are, which new things are significant, how they are significant, and how one knows they are new and significant, are of prime importance pragmatically, culturally, and philosophically. 

Whatever else it does synthetic biology will bring new things into the world. These things will have effects both directly within the biological sciences and, undoubtedly, far beyond. Whether the purified artemesinin being produced in the Keasling lab is the same as the artemesinin molecule in the Chinese tree where it was first identified, is a question for biologists, chemists, patent lawyers, among others. Its effects concern large new philanthropic enterprises (themselves new entities), start-up companies, and millions of people suffering from malaria. Should malaria ever be successfully controlled or its incidence dramatically reduced that chain of events will change many other things as well. Similarly, if synthetically produced or facilitated biological weapons are ever used, this will have enormous consequences on the future of biology and perhaps even humanity. What new types of regulation would be practical and effective against possible new biological entities and capacities is a question that concerns us all. These examples of emergent objects could be multiplied easily. 

The term that Western philosophy has used to describe reflection on the essence of objects is ontology. Since the Greeks, philosophy has been concerned about what it means to name “the most general kinds of things that exist in the universe.”
 That general task, which like almost all important philosophical debates, has endured for millennia. Constructing a general ontology is not the task proposed here. Rather, is being proposed here is an anthropology of the contemporary world. An anthropology of the contemporary world designs techniques to change these philosophic discussions into topics of inquiry. This shift produces a more modest and empirically based approach. How things come into existence, are named, sustained, distributed, and modified is an issue of primary importance for many scientific disciplines, especially for synthetic biology whose goal is precisely the creation of such objects. Observing, reflecting, analyzing, and representing these contemporary ontological changes is a prime mandate of Thrust IV.

Modes of Modules. 

Although the rubric of ontology initially might appear arcane, it is highly relevant. By applying the analytic grid of emergent objects to each of the modules, certain things and their significance will be highlighted that would otherwise have remained obscured:

· Intellectual Property: Intellectual property in general, especially so in the life sciences, turns on definitions of a things’ newness, utility, and function. Many hundreds of millions of dollars (and Euros, and yen, etc.) are devoted to the production of documents defining what an object is, why it is new, why it is important, and what possible effects it might have. An equally vast amount of money and effort is devoted to contesting those claims. If one adds the dimension of “how to make things better,” in the ethical and political sense, then the question of ontology and its intersections with intellectual property becomes yet more challenging and pressing. 

· Risk/Security: The domain of risk and security is one in which many new objects and many new effects have come into being in recent years. For example, there is a vast literature on changes in the insurance industry as events formerly categorized as accidents or acts of God become global and increasingly less predictable. To take another example, the arms control schemes brought into the world during the Cold War are now being extensively re-thought and re-cast for different kinds of threats. Yet another example, in light of advances in synthetic biology, the problems posed and solutions invented a mere three decades ago at Asilomar for the definition and regulation of recombinant things now appear more relevant to a historical ontology than to the contemporary. It is not that they are irrelevant, only partial.  

· Ethics: Some thinkers and officials claim that ethics deals with universals and should be timeless and applicable everywhere. Others claim that ethics is about consequences and what is required is a calculus of those consequences. Still others maintain that ethics is about virtue and therefore that it cannot be reduced to universals or calculations. Although these debates continue, our modal shift directs our attention away from them to the emergence of bio-ethics in recent decades as an empirical phenomenon. Not only have new ideas emerged, but bio-ethics has involved a large body of practitioners, institutions, publications, and new forms of authority. Given a different security environment, new capacities to make things, and a wider range of actors, one is confronted with the question: What new forms and new ethical objects are emerging today? 

In sum, the mode of inquiry proposed here is neither universal nor historical. It is concerned with the contemporary, and with specific modes of creating and articulating new things in the world of living beings, with special (although not exclusive) reference to their effects on human beings. 

� Ian Hacking, “Historical Ontology,” in Historical Ontology, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002. p.1. 
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