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We discovered science to be a very social
enterprise, with all the problems, battles,
uneven power distributions, links with com-
plicated networks of other actors that char-
acterize about any human activity. Well, but
if you do not have a Master’s and a PhD, and
have not studied for years, can you be a sci-
entists? Deciding who is a scientist, who
knows, who can speak the truth, has always
been an activity of primary importance. These
discriminating boundaries are falling down,
like the ivory tower’s walls. More and more,
people want to conduct experiments and
have their say regarding the direction science
is taking. More and more people want to be
scientists even if they do not have any PhD.
Technological and cultural changes are some-
how putting science through the same type
of transformations that art had to face in the
past: the end of the elite control over cultural
production. At least, this is how the enthu-
siastic claims about do-it-yourself science
and biohacking present the emergence of a
new movement of non-experts that is trying
to build cheap and open source tools and
infrastructures for experimenting and shar-
ing scientific knowledge. Add the fact that
biohacking experiences are full of artists who
want to use active approaches to life in order
to criticize the current system of life sciences
research: this relation between do-it-
yourself biology and bioart is very promis-
ing, as a cultural response to the domination

of big corporations and transnational uni-
versities (what biohackers call Big Bio).

In this section we will present the changes
that science is facing due to the emergence
of peer-to-peer production models, in which
free access to forms of horizontal participa-
tion guarantees that people can engage as
peers. In one sense, garage biology is part of
a well-known story: the emergence of online
platforms for the open and collaborative pro-
duction and sharing of information and
knowledge. Garage biology is based on the
same premises that allow the existence of an

online distributed social production: cheap
and diffused hardware connected to a dis-
tributed network (the Internet); collabora-
tive software tools and services; broad avail-
ability of, and easily accessible data and
information in the public domain; copyleft
licenses that allow content reuse, modifica-
tion and redistribution; a culture of partici-
pation. In fact, the diffusion of collaborative
web tools and deeper transformations in the
way science is conducted have given people
new tools that enable a proactive approach
to information production and to the shap-
ing of the techno-scientific environment in
which they live. But besides being part of a
global change in the way knowledge is pro-
duced, science has important peculiarities.
In this field, the rise of open collaboration
involves blurring the boundaries between
scientific experts and lay citizens: this is a
problem of power that necessitates a trans-
formation in the epistemology of the science
expert. Citizens are more and more com-
menting, discussing, deliberating and pro-
ducing scientific knowledge. 

There is no field of knowledge production in which belonging to an
institution is as important as it is in science. Or maybe there was. 
The so-called ivory tower of science, from where scientists isolated
from society would produce and distribute their knowledge to the
people, has proven bogus decades ago. 
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In this changing scenario, the emergence of
do-it-yourself communities that work on
biology and genetics is one of the most visi-
ble innovative stances. The most famous one
is DIYbio, a community of biohackers estab-
lished in Boston in 2008 and now represented
by local groups in dozens of cities around
the world. This so-called “garage” or “citi-
zen” biology is conducted in odd places such
as garages or kitchens. During the last two
years DIYbio has become an important move-
ment spreading all over the world. Interest-
ingly, an important part of DIYbio is com-
posed by bioartists interested in the political
potential of the diffusion of biology to lay cit-
izens. Some claim their use of open source
tools, their relation with hackerspaces and
their political attitude are important features
that are shaping the way science is done in
today’s societies.

This makes DIYbio and other related proj-
ects a very interesting example of a direct
translation of free software and hacking prac-
tices into the realm of cells, genes and labs.
For example, their models are hackerspaces,
collectively run spaces that are now wide-
spread in Western and Asian countries, where
people gather to hack, talk about and work
on computers; spaces where community
members that shar e the same political
approach to computers or subscribers for a
low individual monthly rate can find com-

puters, tools, and other people interested in
hacking. Sometimes, when they cannot open
their own labs, DIYbio groups collaborate
directly with existing hackerspaces in order
to set up small labs, or "wet corners" among
the computer hardware that fills urban hack-
erspaces. Some of their skills are acquired by
working in "ghetto labs" in universities that
were not well-funded. They r ecycle old
machineries using free software and Arduino.
They apply artistic creativity to hacking life
science labs. DIYbio gr oups ar e also
immersed in a dense entrepreneurial envi-
ronment where start-ups and new open sci-
ence companies try to navigate their way
through the dominance of the Big Bio mar-
ket. Will they be able to open themselves up
to a more inclusive relation to citizen sci-
ence? Well, if they won’t, they might have to
face rebellion, at least according to some bio-
hackers. In her Biopunk Manifesto the hack-
er and DIY biologist Meredith Patterson
pompously (and ironically) states: we the
biopunks reject the popular perception that sci-
ence is only done in million-dollar university,
government, or corporate labs; we assert that
the right of freedom of inquiry, to do research
and pursue understanding under one’s own
direction, is as fundamental a right as  that of
free speech or freedom of religion. The biopunks
are actively engaged in making the world a
place that everyone can understand. Come, let
us research together.

This process of de-institutionalisation is not
free from political consequences. Critical Art
Ensemble (CAE) has been one of the first
protagonists of what is now the broad emerg-
ing movement of DIY biology practices relat-
ed to art. In its contribution to this section,
CAE presents the purposes of its participa-
tion to bioart, which are more straightfor-
ward than those of most other projects. CAE
wants to take biotechnologies out of the
hands of corporations and militaries, and
repurpose them to work for the common
good. Bioart, public experimentation, citi-
zen science are tools to invent a new biopol-
itics, one that eludes the “agents of capital”
control and their attempt at recoding life in
their interest. Grassroots alternatives such
as biohacking and DIYbio are at the core of
a possible, different development of a glob-
al biopolitical ecology. In the second piece
Sara T occhetti inter views Hackteria, a 
global art network of people that practices
what they call open source biological art. 
Their workshops have taken place in Europe
and Asia. Marc Dusseiller, one of the founders
of the collective, illustrates Hackteria’s tac-
tics to open bioart to anyone and to allow
collaboration between artists, hackers and
scientists. Hackteria’s point is to enable peo-
ple to collaborate, produce and share scien-
tific knowledge without the support of an
official institution. Both science and art, in
their view, should be subtracted from elites’
and experts’ control. Demistification of sci-
ence could be the by-product of open source
biological art, as it gives lay people the tools
for understanding and participating to the
life sciences enterprise. In the last contribu-
tion we discover one of the weird places
where communities of biohackers, artists and
scientists collaborate on do-it-yourself biol-
ogy projects. Eric Deibel’s article focuses on
La Paillasse, Paris biohacker community.
Based in the outskirts of the city, La Paillasse
is a physical space where biohackers’ cre-
ativity can be expressed outside the walls of
“big biology” labs. The availability of basic
tools for conducting biological research, the
adoption of open source policies, and the
convergence of art and hacking practices
make La Paillasse a great example of the cul-
tural response to the Big Bio domination that
biohacking wants to represent. Critical Art
Ensemble ends its piece with an invitation
to “the public lab”. If we had more public
labs, places where art, hacking and citizen
biology converge and contaminate each oth-
er, more people would acquire specific crit-
ical skills to understand and interact with
the life sciences. Or, in the worst-case sce-
nario, we would have lots of fun. 

Alessandro Delfanti
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Service workers, bureaucrats, technocrats,
business people, and students spend a greater
and greater proportion of their waking hours
looking into screens and taping on keyboards.
Biotechnology is seemingly far less
omnipresent. It appears to be far from every-
day life because its development and pro-
duction takes place behind laboratory doors,
and are understood only by a specialized
cohort of scientists. As we shall see, this
understanding, while correct, is quite short-
sighted. Critical Art Ensemble will even go
a step further and say that while the revolu-
tion in ICT is far more spectacular, the rev-
olution in biotechnology is fundamentally
more profound and equally ubiquitous.

Critical Art Ensemble realizes that this is a
very bold assertion, since even upon a cur-
sory glance anyone can see how ICT has rev-

olutionized the world. Most significantly, it
has made possible a final form of capitalism
pancapitalism, an economic hegemony that
is truly global in scope. Interlocking and inter-
dependent global markets are now a reality
birthing global transnational institutions that
operationally function under no authority
but their own. Using the increasing virtual-
ization of all dominant forms of human activ-
ity, whether we are speaking about econom-
ic exchange, warfare, entertainment, or even
simple sociability, pancapitalism has man-
aged to produce a globally dominant gener-
al ideology (neoliberalism) in which the cat-
egories of enterprise and profit become the
lens through which all value is assessed. 
Given this spectacular, inescapable, ideo-
logical and economic envelopment made pos-
sible by ICT, how can it be anything less than
the greatest revolution of them all?

Critical Art Ensemble believes that as with
all spectacular phenomena, this revolution
is reducible to the question of quantity. The
ICT (digital) revolution ultimately brought
us more of the same, but on a vastly lar ger
scale. So while we haven’t seen global empire,
spectacle, or markets before, we have seen
vast empires, spectacles, and markets. On
the other hand, Biotechnology is not only
vast in its many manifestations, it is also gen-
uinely new. Beginning with quantity, biotech
touches on everything organic, and thereby
is also truly global. For example, its impact
is continuous in the food supply chain. 
In terms of everyday life, the products gener-
ated through biotech are everywhere, from
our kitchens to our medicine cabinets and our
bodies and for a small group of people biotech
is the reason they exist at all. But biotech’s real
significance has to do with quality.

BIOTECHNOLOGY 
IN THE PUBLIC INTEREST
Two technological revolutions have fundamentally changed the world over the past quarter
century—one in Information and Communication Technology (ICT) and one in Biotechnology.
The former is far more celebrated, as it is such an essential part of everyday life for people
in developed countries. Its impact is immediate and ubiquitous. 
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