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Notes Peer evaluation results 
⦙ You should receive the outcomes of the midterm peer 

evaluation exercise tonight or tomorrow

Group restructuring 
⦙ There will be some restructuring of a few groups 

before our next class.

⦙ I’ll discuss it with you or your group directly if this 

affects you.

Plagiarism 
⦙ There are a number of cases in the discussion sheet 

where online sources are quoted or paraphrased 
without citation


⦙ We will try to note these instances, but if it continues 
cases may need to be escalated to the Faculty of Arts


⦙ For information on what is and is not considered 
plagiarism, see: 
https://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/students/test/plagiarism

https://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/students/test/plagiarism
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Overview of 
next two weeks



Next two weeks
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Today Political economy of science 
⦙ Influences of economic and political interests 

on scientific knowledge production and 
consumption

Fri 
Nov 4

Thursday, March 12: Science, colonialism, 
and postcolonial science studies 
⦙ Science as result of and support for colonial 

projects

Wed 
Nov 9

Tuesday, March 17: Scientific racism and 
the construction of race 
⦙ Role of science in defining racial categories

Fri 
Nov 11

Thursday, March 19: Standardization, 
bodies, and society 
⦙ Scientific objectification of bodies, especially in 

the context of gender and disability

Science as power
Scientific knowledge in the context of large-scale 
historical, political, cultural, and economic forces.
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Political 
economy of 
science and 
technology



Political economy of S&T
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No exogenous constraints on production, 
exchange, or consumption of knowledge

Value of knowledge determined by ‘market’ forces 
in response to knowledge consumers 
⦙ In a ‘free’ knowledge economy, scientists are both the 

producers and consumers of knowledge.

Idealized form of scientific knowledge production 
⦙ Incentive structures for the producers/consumers of 

knowledge (eponymy, awards, etc) maintains skepticism 
and allows only ‘good’ knowledge production to flourish 
(Merton).

The assumption of a “free-
market” knowledge economy



Political economy of S&T
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STS: knowledge economy 
is rarely a free market
Until very recently (2019), scientific 
research on cannabis in the U.S. 
was heavily restricted 
⦙ Only certain scientists were allowed to 

research cannabis (a ‘Schedule-1’ drug).

⦙ Only certain research questions were 

allowed to be investigated (focus on the 
harmful effects of cannabis).


⦙ Only one source of cannabis could be 
used—provided by the National Institute 
on Drug Abuse (NIDA) at the University of 
Mississippi.


⦙ Still true in most states, even those with 
legal recreational and medical cannabis.

https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-features/why-is-it-so-hard-to-study-pot-124767/


Political economy of S&T
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Side point: nationwide 
decriminalization and legalization of 
cannabis is starting to change this 
⦙ Colorado passed legislation in 2017 

opening door to more cannabis research

The knowledge economy 
is at the whim of cultural, 
political, and legal 
frameworks

https://www.denverpost.com/2020/02/28/colorados-cannabis-study-marijuana-alzheimers/


Political economy of S&T
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Intellectual property (IP) 
⦙ The current legal climate of IP—

patents, trademarks, copyright, etc.—is 
relatively new.


⦙ IP has been around for most of the 20th 
century, but its role in international 
(trade and knowledge) economies was 
regularized starting in the 1980s. 
(The IP on the COVID vaccines is a great example 
of the effects of this)

Shift in scientific incentive 
structures 
⦙ From a market perspective, the focus is 

on incentives for knowledge producers.

⦙ Formerly: individual recognition and 

technical invention.

⦙ Currently: patents and profitability

Commercialization of science 

Figure 5 from US Patent 5,827,224 
(1998): “Pressure applying fluid transfer 
medical device”

https://patents.google.com/patent/US5827224A/


Political economy of S&T
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“Old” science
⦙ WWII – 1980s (or later…)

⦙ Focus on solving theoretical 

and technical problems

⦙ Basis for existing scholarly 

disciplines 
⦙ Universities and university 

research seen as contributing 
to the public good 

⦙ Funding primarily from 
governments, especially 
military 

⦙ “Big science”

⦙ Origin of contemporary ideals 

of science as a pure, 
disinterested enterprise

Aerial view of Fermi National Accelerator Laboratory

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Fermilab.jpg
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“New” science
⦙ Focus on solving technological 

applications

⦙ Encourages cross-disciplinary 

research 
⦙ Embraces role of non-

scientists (industry, 
government, public) in steering 
research 

⦙ Funding from industry and 
government 

⦙ Universities focus on patents, 
corporate partnerships, and 
direct sources of revenue 

⦙ “Academic capitalism”



Political economy of S&T
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Part of a widespread shift in culture affecting 
government, industry, and universities 
⦙ “Governments are demanding that universities be relevant, 

universities are becoming entrepreneurial, and industry is 
buying research from universities.” (Sismondo 2009: 193)

Ideal of science 
⦙ There is less focus on the modern ideal of science as 

isolated, disinterested, and universal.

Neoliberalism 
⦙ Change in ideals is part of a larger shift toward market-

based institutions.

⦙ New regime is consistent with historical processes of 

science supporting dominant global power structures (e.g. 
enlightenment ideals, colonial control, military dominance).

What caused the change?



Required reading: 
• Adams (2002) 

Randomized Controlled Crime 

Optional reading: 
• Whitt (1998) 

Biocolonialism and the commodification of 
knowledge

Next class
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Science, colonialism, and 
postcolonial science studies
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Image credit

Screenshot of a Rolling 
Stone article “Why is it so 
hard to study pot”

Photo by Fermilab, Reidar 
Hahn, via Wikimedia

Animation from Waynes 
World (1992), via giphy

Still from Dr. Strangelove 
(1964), via rogerebert.com


Screenshot of a Denver 
Post article

Figure 5 from US Patent 
5,827,224 

https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-features/why-is-it-so-hard-to-study-pot-124767/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Fermilab.jpg
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0105793/?ref_=fn_al_tt_1
https://giphy.com/gifs/waynes-world-garth-dana-carvey-uvMEhrg0lOPRu
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0057012/?ref_=fn_al_tt_1
https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/great-movie-dr-strangelove-1964
https://www.denverpost.com/2020/02/28/colorados-cannabis-study-marijuana-alzheimers/
https://patents.google.com/patent/US5827224A/

