
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

The governance of technology, the government of the self and of others

Bodó, B.

Publication date
2026
Document Version
Final published version
License
CC BY-NC-SA

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Bodó, B. (2026). The governance of technology, the government of the self and of others.

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, P.O. Box 19185, 1000 GD Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
You will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:05 Sept 2026

https://handle.uba.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/the-governance-of-technology-the-government-of-the-self-and-of-others(e884f1d2-d212-4b83-a7a3-35e491ff7560).html


The governance of technology, 

the government of the self and of others

inaugural lecture

delivered by

Prof. Dr. Balazs Bodo

on the 23rd of April, 2026

Amsterdam



Dear Rector Magnificus,
Dear Decaan,
Dear audience,

I. Introduction

I could swear it was only yesteryear when we arrived in Amsterdam - Dora, Miksa, 
and I. After years of trying and failing to resist the authoritarian takeover in Hungary, 
I was desperately looking for a new home. Both for our family, and for an academic 
profile that turned out to be a hard sell.  I was an economist, with a fresh PhD in 
media  studies,  working  on  the  social,  and  economic  conflicts  which  shaped 
intellectual property law. And I was rather surprised, and -honestly- quite annoyed 
to realise that while I was keen to talk to lawyers to explain that there is more to 
copyright  infringement  than  the  breaking  of  the  law,  there  were  very  few  law 
faculties who were willing to listen. 

The Institute for Information Law was an exception. IViR welcomed me with an open 
mind  and  an  open  heart.  The  people  there  gave  me  perspective,  a  horizon  to 
explore, and the freedom to find my own path towards it. At IViR, and at the UvA 
Law School I found a unique sensibility towards the social, economic, political, and 
cultural aspects of law.  I am forever grateful for this openness, as it allowed me, 
helped me, pushed me to stand here in front of you, a decade later, honoured to 
accept the chair of Information Law and Policy, with special emphasis on Technology 
Governance.

The fact that my son is not that happy little 5 year old, but a freshly minted adult is 
almost the only reminder of how much time this journey took.

Which reminds me. Today I would like to talk about time.



II. What is technology? What is governance? What is technology 
governance?

II.a. The Chicago pile

The 2nd of December, 1942 was an important day in human history. In the months 
leading up to that day, in an empty hall at the University of Chicago’s sports field, a 
bunch of  physicists,  led  by  Enrico Fermi,  were piling  300 tonnes  of  graphite,  45 
tonnes of uranium into what is now known as the Chicago Pile. This “crude pile of 
black  bricks  and  wooden  timbers"  was  the  first  nuclear  reactor  capable  of  self-
sustaining chain reaction.1 If  you think of it,  it  was quite an unhinged idea: bring 
together tons of radioactive material and try to set it off in the middle of a densely 
populated urban area,  based on some ideas  about  nuclear  fission developed by 
Szilárd Leo, another Hungarian in exile, less than a decade before. And they did all 
this without any of the safety features we now associate with nuclear reactors. No 
cooling.  No metre‑thick concrete walls.  No heavy lead shielding. No containment 
vessel. None of the “normal” things we expect from a nuclear reactor.
At the end, no one got hurt. And the reason for that was that despite the lack of 
everything  that  we  now  know  about  nuclear  safety,  they  still  had  some  very 
fundamental  safeguards  to  govern  the  immense  powers  contained  within  the 
technology they were building. First of all, they had empirically tested theories of 
how atoms are built and how they behave under certain conditions. Second, they 
could use their theoretical models to design the reactor so it behaved according the 
pre-defined expectations. Third, they had proper instrumentation. They knew what 
to measure and they had the instruments to measure it. And last - and this is my 
favourite part - they had the ultimate emergency system: a man with a bucket, and a 
man with an axe. The first was stationed on top of the pile, ready to dump a bucket 
of chemicals to stop the chain-reaction in case of an emergency. The second stood 
by with an axe to cut  a  rope,  releasing an emergency control  rod,  if  the bucket 
method failed and there was still anyone around to notice.
I honestly find these safety mechanisms - I mean the bucket and the axe - hilarious. 
Hilariously absurd, and inadequate, given what almost fifty tonnes of fissile material 
could do in the middle of Chicago. But it worked, and the bucket and the axe were 
the only last resort anyway.
Keep this image in mind: a crude pile of fissile material in the middle of a metropolis 
- and four layers of governance: theory, design, measurement, and, in the end, a 
bucket and an axe.

1Arthur Compton, Atomic Quest : A Personal Narrative (Oxford University Press); Corbin Allardice and Edward R 
Trapnell, The First Pile (US Atomic Energy Commission Technical Information Division 1949).



II.b. Digital technologies and their governance 

You may wonder why I decided to start a lecture on information law and technology 
governance with this 80 years old story about a naked nuclear reactor. The answer is 
that I see some deeply unsettling parallels between the Chicago Pile and our current 
situation.
Just as then, we are now deploying untested technologies with high potential to 
cause massive and irreversible harm in the heart of our social fabric. Generative AI 
systems. Self-driving cars.  Planetary-scale,  algorithmically  moderated social  media 
platforms.  Global  e-commerce  marketplaces.  Centralised  cloud  infrastructures. 
Globally distributed technological supply chains. Shitcoins and smart contracts. And 
all the possible combinations thereof.  I see each of these as its own not-so-little pile 
of unstable, radioactive materials, stacked in untested configurations, at the centre 
of our highly vulnerable societies. Just like in this video, where, like in a bad joke: a 
self driving car, a guy in the metaverse, and a few billion social media users walk into 
an accident waiting to happen. 
And, sadly, I also see some parallels between our profession and those poor guys 
with the bucket and the axe. When I think of legal and policy scholars trying to save 
humanity from the worst of what digital technologies can do, I cannot escape the 
vision  of  us  standing  on  top  of  such  piles  of  untested,  highly  unstable,  and 
potentially  destructive  technologies  -  equipped  with  tools  oftentimes  not  much 
better than a bucket and an axe.

You may say I’m overly pessimistic. But what I feel is that the physicists in Chicago 
were in a much better position to govern the technology they were building, than 
we are now to govern ours.  They had a  technology constrained in  material  and 
temporal  terms.  They had clearly defined functions assigned to their  technology. 
And they had the knowledge necessary to govern it.

Us? We are struggling to have any of these.

The first difference between the pile and our digital technologies is their material 
and the temporal dimension.

The pile stood in one place. It was local. Its boundaries were visible. You could walk 
around it. Digital technologies are nothing like that. Their contours, boundaries, and 
delimitations are radically expanded and blurred. It is hard to tell where they start 
and end. It is hard to tell where they are. Is AI with us in this room right now? Hey 
Google unmute the phone and say hello! …  Silence? Good. Good? Are we sure? 
Digital technologies seem to be nowhere and everywhere at the same time.  Their 
time-scale is  equally  different.  Fermi could go for  a  leisurely  lunch between two 
attempts  to  achieve  criticality.  And  he  could  literally  turn  off  and  dismantle  his 



creation. Our digital infrastructures hum away at a planetary scale, serving billions at 
every given moment. And even if we wanted to, I wonder if could turn them off now.

The second dimension in which the pile was different from what we are dealing 
with now is related to their function.

Those  spatial  and  temporal  constraints  helped  define  what  the  pile  was  for.  Its 
primary  goal  was  to  produce  knowledge,  by  producing  neutrons.  With  those 
constraints  gone,  it  is  much  harder  to  narrow  down  what  purpose  digital 
technologies serve.

The philosopher Michel  Foucault  -  and yes,  you will  be hearing his  name in this 
lecture again and again - distinguished four types of technologies in his work on the 
governance of the self.2 (1) Technologies of production, which permit us to produce, 
transform, or manipulate things; (2) technologies of sign systems, which permit us to 
use  signs,  meanings,  symbols,  or  signification;  (3)  technologies  of  power,  which 
determine the conduct of  individuals  and submit  them to certain ends ;  and (4) 
technologies of the self, which permit individuals to transform their own bodies and 
souls,  thoughts,  conduct,  in  order  to  attain  happiness,  wisdom,  perfection,  or 
immortality.

Think of these as four functions. Most technologies have only one or two. But the 
really  consequential  ones  extend to  all  four.  Take  the Chicago Pile.  By  the  most 
reduced definition, it was a technology of production - it produced neutrons and 
nuclear fission. But expand the temporal horizon, and its function changes. As part 
of the Manhattan Project, it produced the knowledge necessary to build the atomic 
bomb - a technology of domination.

Expand the horizon further, and the picture becomes more complex still.  Nuclear 
fission produced not just megatons of destructive energy, but futures – multiple, 
complex, competing and ultimately intersecting futures. It produced the atomic age 
and the promise of  limitless  energy.  It  produced anxieties around uncontrollable 
meltdowns,  and the abandoned landscapes  around Chernobyl  and Fukushima.  It 
produced  forgotten  communities  still  living  near  old  bomb-testing  grounds  in 
Kyrgyzstan and New Mexico. It also produced identities, political movements, cold 
war neuroses and taboos. In this garden of forking paths, the pile is also directly 
connected  to  our  current  debates  around  CO2  emissions,  clean  energy,  climate 
degradation, and to the war raging in the middle east as we speak.
It  took  eighty  years  for  the  Chicago  Pile  to  travel  from  a  simple  technology  of 
production to a technology that generated the language in which both our utopias 

2 Foucault M and others (eds), Technologies of the Self: A Seminar with Michel Foucault (University of Massachusetts 
Press 1988)



and dystopias are written; a technology of threat and domination; and a technology 
of the self.

We don’t seem to have the luxury of that time with our digital technologies. The 
future, which once was something apart - something to be anticipated, feared, or 
hoped for - has been compressed and violently smashed into the present. What was 
once  the  matter  of  tomorrow,  or  next  year,  or  the  next  century,  is  now.  The 
sentences that once began with "this will be", or "this may be", or "this we fear" or 
“this we must avoid” have lost their meaning, because we are already living inside a 
future which never happened, but somehow is already here.

The biggest difference between nuclear technology in 1942 and digital technologies 
today is not that digital technologies are more complex. It is that we lost the time in 
which simple technologies of production evolve into all these other forms. We lost 
the time and the external perspective to reflect on what they are, and how they are. 
As a consequence, we must treat digital technologies, from the moment of their 
inception, not just as technologies of production, but simultaneously as technologies 
of signs, technologies of the self, and ultimately, technologies of power.

This  leads  me  to  the  last  dimension  in  which  the  pile  and  our  current  digital 
technologies differ, and that is our knowledge how to govern them. Just like the pile, 
digital technologies contain immense power. And we seem to lack the knowledge on 
how to govern this power.

Which reminds me, I also want to talk about power.



As I mentioned, the physicists had three things at their disposal to govern the power 
they unleashed. Adequate theories, precise instruments to measure, and a capacity 
to design and build predictable systems. I won’t have time to address all three, but 
luckily, I don’t have to. Many of you in this room are already working on instruments 
to get better insights into what is happening to us and also try to build better better 
socio-technical systems. Your work allows me to focus on the theoretical frameworks 
about the nature of their power. Because if we want to govern the power of digital 
technologies, we need to understand the nature of that power.
Scholarship  has  so  far  been  focusing  of  digital  technologies  as  technologies  of 
production:  they  produce  information  and  information  flows;  they  produce 
infrastructures  from sub-sea cables  to  massive  server  farms.  They produce data. 
They produce profit.

Digital technologies as technologies of production invite an analytical frame which 
focuses on their  economic and market  power.  It  is  for  this  very reason that  the 
discipline of information law concerns itself with governing markets of information. 
To quote the research program of IViR: “Information law aims to understand how 
regulation and market power affect communications media,  information markets, 
communication infrastructures and the information society at large.”
Information markets and market power are also the central organising principles of 
the  prevailing  theories  about  the  nature  of  digital  technologies.  Terms  such  as 
informational  capitalism3,  attention  economy4,  surveillance  capitalism5,  platform 
capitalism6, or the fourth industrial revolution conceptualise digital tech in terms of 
economic  and  market  power:  power  to  extract,  or  enclose  economic  resources; 
power to guide economically relevant decisions through choice architectures; power 
to turn data into behavioural surplus into profits.

I was trained as an economist, so I can certainly resonate with this approach. But I 
am also a  social  scientist,  and I  feel  that  focusing on this  technocratic approach 
isolates the power of digital technologies from the wider socio-cultural and political 
contexts in which they exist. So when it comes to theory, I would like to step away 
from a purely economic approach, and focus on two further dimensions -  digital 
technologies  as  discursive  apparatuses,  and  digital  technologies  as  engines  of 
disruption.

3Julie E Cohen, Between Truth and Power: The Legal Constructions of Informational Capitalism (Oxford University Press 
2019).

4Thomas H Davenport and John C Beck, The Attention Economy: Understanding the New Currency of Business (Harvard 
Business School Press 2001).

5Shoshana Zuboff, The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for the Future at the New Frontier of Power (Profile 
Books 2019).

6Nick Srnicek, Platform Capitalism (Polity 2017).



II.c. Discursive apparatus as power

Look  around  you.  We  are  in  a  church,  a  magnificent  physical  architecture, 
constructed for a particular discourse, around a very concrete body of knowledge, 
for  a  very  specific  claim  to  truth.  It  is  an  architecture  of  authority.  It  has  a 
distinguished, highly symbolic place for a speaker, who  has access to truth. We are 
immersed in this  great,  beautiful  technology of  knowledge and truth –  maybe a 
knowledge of another era,  maybe a truth of another nature, but nevertheless,  a 
timeless machinery to construct, maintain and propagate a system of knowledge and 
truth. 

Now take a look at you. Or look at me. We are involved in  another technology  of 
knowledge and truth,  we  are  enveloped in  another  machinery  of  authority.  The 
authority of science. These robes, - though archaic and mysterious – are signalling, 
again, an access to knowledge, an access to truth. We are deep into this beautiful 
ceremony  of  initiation,  where  those  who  are  already  robed,  welcome  another 
member among their ranks. I am speaking from a dais, which is not of the dais of the 
pastor who used this space before us, but which is also not very far from it.
The space, the architecture, the robes, the symbols, the procedures: they play a very 
specific,  and  concrete  function.  They  produce  a  discourse,  which  produces 
knowledge,  which  translates  into  power.  There  is  nothing  innocent  or 
inconsequential or theatrical in these moments we are now constructing together.

Look around and hold this image, because it is exactly what - after Foucault - I mean 
by the discourse / knowledge / power nexus.

I’d argue that digital technologies - whether social media platforms, search engines, 
AI models, electronic marketplaces, or data centres – play a very similar role. They 
are  infrastructures  that  enable,  host,  facilitate,  and  structure  discourse.  They 
structure  the  processes  by  which  new knowledge is  created.  They  circulate  that 
knowledge, making it accessible to some and not to others. They set the conditions 
of who can and cannot speak. They police access. They separate - or fail to separate - 
truth  from falsehood.  They  define the  normal,  the  acceptable,  the  criminal,  the 
pathological.  They  actively  govern  which  signs  and  meanings,  which  facts  and 
interpretations circulate where, for how long, and in what context.
They do organise information markets, -  in that, the information law paradigm is 
very much spot on. They are also quasi-sovereign regulatory infrastructures, and as 
such pose a direct challenge to the rule of law. But they also do something else,  
something more subtle,  but  equally  consequential:  they are the new institutions 
which order discourse to produce knowledge, on which power rests. And exactly this 
knowledge and this truth, which has been produced by the church, by science, by 
law, is now also produced by digital technologies.



This ability to maintain the discourses which produce knowledge, this is the basis of 
our power. This is also the basis of theirs. And exactly this knowledge and this truth 
is what sets the conditions of how we can govern ourselves, how we can govern 
each other.

***

So,  digital  technologies  govern us.  Or  to be be more exact,  we rely  on them to 
govern ourselves. This makes them technologies of the self.

Many in this room wear and rely on the feedback of maybe more than one sensor, 
measuring your heartbeat, the number of steps you’ve taken, your finances, or - god 
forbid - sexual activity. Our understanding of ourselves is increasingly based on such 
sensors, and the algorithmic interpretative mechanisms which turn descriptive data 
points into gradually internalised normative frameworks.

But  these  technologies  of  the  self  also  extend  beyond  the  physical,  and  the 
individual. Let’s define the self as a community, as an institution, as a polity, or as a 
nation! The capacity to maintain our communal values, our ways of being, our ability 
to  attain  happiness,  perfection,  or  simple  cohesion  and  survival  is  now  also  a 
function  of  the  political,  technological,  material  configurations  of  digital 
technologies.  This  why I  insist,  that the true power of  digital  technologies is  not 
purely  economic.  Instead,  their  power  is  grounded  in  their  capacity  to  produce 
systems of knowledge, apparatuses of self reflection, transformation, and ultimately 
governance. 

And if this is the case, - and I believe it is –, then this is what we need to understand:  
How do digital intermediaries structure discourse in the digital society? How do they 
transform what we know and how we know? How do they transform our normative 
orders?  What  processes,  what  mechanisms,  what  architectures,  what  power 
relations shape the structures which we rely on to governs ourselves?



III. Disruption and speculative bubbles – the two forms of governance 
by technology 

This brings me to what I believe is the central hypothesis of my research agenda - 
one I intend to develop and test in the years ahead.

III.a. Speculative bubbles

Our  traditional  claims  to  truth  -  divine  revelation,  the  endless  interpretation  of 
sacred texts, the scientific method, institutionalised scepticism - all share a common 
assumption. They assume that there is some ground reality we can have access to, 
and  that  some  people,  through  training  and  method,  are  able  to  base  their 
judgements  on  that  ground  reality.  The  authority  of  this  room  rests  on  that 
assumption.7

But what happens when that connection to the ground truth is severed? When the 
theories needed to model reality are missing? When we lack the instrumentation to 
measure the world we are part of?

John Maynard Keynes proposed that under such conditions,  we begin to rely on 
speculative logics. Instead of making judgements based on first-hand access to some 
intrinsic truth or value, we start to follow the judgements of others - trying to bet on 
the winning outcome, rather than identify the correct one.

This logic has long been with us. One of the earliest bubbles happened in this very 
country, almost four hundred years ago, around tulip bulbs.  But  as my colleague 
Peter Csigo proposed, speculative bubbles are not confined to markets.8 They’re also 
at work in the social, the political, - and I’d like to add - in the technological domains.
Think of the technology hypes: blockchain, the metaverse, 5G, AI. The share price of 
Tesla or the valuation of OpenAI or the price of bitcoin does not reflect earnings, 
assets,  or  profits.  It  reflects  speculative  expectations  about  a  future,  a  future 
potential - the potential of a technology, the charisma of a leader, the hope that the 
numbers only go up.
A celebrity is famous because they are famous. The influencer has influence because 
many follow them. The technology is revolutionary as long as everyone believes it to 
be. And in the same vein, an institution, science, journalism, public administration is 
trusted as long as we think others have faith in them.

7Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collège de France 1977-78 (Palgrave Macmillan 2009).
8Péter Csigó, The Neopopular Bubble (CEU Press 2016); Péter Csigó, ‘Tőkespekuláció És Képviseleti Válság a 

Neoliberális Társadalomban’ (2024) 14 socio.hu 31 <https://doi.org/10.18030/socio.hu.2024.2.31>.



This  speculative  logic  is  what  creates  authorities,  knowledge  and  truths, 
expectations  of  value,  and  stable-looking  norms  under  conditions  of  radical 
uncertainty. It provides familiarity where everything is in rapid transformation. It is 
exactly this speculative logic is what digital intermediaries rely on to structure the 
discourse / knowledge / power nexus. They host, manufacture, amplify, moderate, 
and orchestrating speculative expectations around truth, claims to truth, authority, 
value. In less polite terms: on our current discursive infrastructures, any speculation, 
which has enough followers, turns into truth. At least for the 15 minutes, for how 
long everything will be true in the future.
This is how consensus is manufactured through and by digital intermediaries. This is 
where their power lies.

III.b. Disruption

The speculative logic is in fact the only way to know, when technological innovation 
creates radical uncertainty by disrupting most things around them. Digital innovation 
loves to destabilise existing institutions, social relations, power balances, normative 
orders, systems of knowledge, systems of accountability and oversight.

I have lived through more than one moments of radical disruption: the collapse of 
communism in Eastern Europe, the appearance of the internet, our emigration. I’ve 
seen whole worlds collapse and disappear.

And I’m afraid that we are witnessing another moment of such discontinuity: The 
disruption,  and  “creative”  destruction of  practices  and  institutions  of  knowledge 
production by relentless digital innovation. Think of the modern state. Journalism. 
Education. Science.  What is being disrupted is the capacity of public administration, 
the newsroom, the classroom, the university to offer verifiable facts, coherent world 
views, replicable, transparent methods, accountable decision making.
We  possess  the  capacity  to  order  the  discourse,  to  guide,  nudge,  coordinate 
expectations about truth, about knowledge, and how that knowledge is. This is the 
source of our power – look around again, how magnificent that is, how close it is to 
the divine! But we are losing  this power to define and question what truth is, and 
how that truth could best be produced.
Perhaps  this  should  not  come  as  a  surprise.  Perhaps  I  should  not  be  the  one 
complaining. After all, are we not - scholars, children of the Enlightenment, products 
of modernity - celebrating ourselves in a church, the empty husk of an institution we 
ourselves so successfully disrupted?  Look down, beneath your feet. Our chairs may 
be standing over  the corpses  buried in  once hallow grounds.  But  we,  we chose 
instead to proudly stand on the shoulders of giants. It may be annoying, but it is 



hardly surprising for the disruptors to be disrupted, it is just a pity that the fact, and 
scientific  method which once  disrupted the  divine is  now disrupted by  a  meme 
format, or a conspiracy theory – sources of knowledge much easier to trust than 
whatever science has to say.



IV. Technology governance as a research agenda and practice

Digital innovation produces technologies of power, technologies, which govern the 
individual, which govern us as communities, which we rely on to govern ourselves. 
To govern these technologies, we would need to be able to describe the nature of 
these  techno-social  systems,  we  would  need  the   instrumentation  to  trace  the 
changes in and around these systems, and have the capacity to design normative 
orders, systems of governance with some predictability and stability.

These are precisely the capacities which we need to strengthen. But our ability to do 
that is being undermined by two forces simultaneously: the disruption of the old 
knowledge institutions that might otherwise help us, and the speculative logic of the 
new digital discursive apparatuses that are replacing them.

The question is increasingly urgent:

Under these conditions, what we – as a university - can  do, what we – as socio-legal 
scholars,  - must do to maintain our capacity to govern ourselves?

I  want  to  propose  three  things.  These  proposals  are  both  substantive,  and 
procedural.

IV.a. Slow science

First, we need to slow down.

We must detach our work from the pace of digital innovation, of hype cycles, and 
live and work in the time-scale of this very institution.  It was a science fiction writer 
– of all people – who described the role of academia as a task of networking the 
dead with the unborn, connecting the generations who are yet to be born with the 
ideas, wisdom of those who have long been dead9. Our work and responsibilities are 
spanning  decades,  often  centuries.  Yet  we  are  constantly  forced  to  confront 
technological  innovations,  companies,  artefacts,  constellations  which  sometimes 
have a shorter life-span than a pigeon. As scientists, we can interrogate the iPod or 
the metaverse or the algorithm, the AI or the platform; get caught up in the hype, in 
speculative, manufactured futures that may or may not happen.

9ibid.



I intend to take my institutional responsibility seriously. And look at the questions of 
AI or platform or infrastructure governance from a vantage point which remain valid 
even when these technologies have long been replaced by something else.

IV.b. Focus on the disrupted

One such vantage point is to focus on the disrupted. So, as a second point of order, 
I’d like to invite us to focus on what is being endangered, instead of looking at the 
disruptor.  Center  the  individuals,  the  communities,  the  institutions,  normative 
orders, discursive apparatuses, claims to truth. Ask what we lose if we let them be 
broken.

So when they say: here’s a trustless technology for you, when they say, here, trust 
this  untested  innovation,  I’ll  ask:  how  do  we  trust  now?  How  did  we  trust 
yesteryear? What happens when trust becomes a technology, the access to which 
can  be  controlled,  metered  and  monetised?  The  governance  of  a  trustless 
technology,  the  governance  of  a  potentially  untrustworthy  technology  is  a 
governance of trust in the digital society.

When they say: here’s a technology which disintermediates. I’ll hear: what purpose 
institutions serve in our communities? In this community, here? In this city, country, 
continent?  How  can  we  improve  them  instead  of  replacing  them  with  a  digital 
solution? What we lose if  we lose our disrupted institutions? The governance of 
decentralised technologies is also about the governance of our institutions.

When  they  say:  here’s  a  wonderful  technology  which  knows  everything,  which 
digested all knowledge that we have, so let’s give it to our children; I’ll ask: who is 
speaking? Why are these words uttered, and what purpose they serve? And what 
happens to us, whose responsibility is the same? The governance of AI is - at the end 
of  the  day  –  about  how  can  we  govern  the  production  of  knowledge,  and  its 
institutions, such as the university, or the media.

IV.c. Technology governance as risk governance

This focus on the consequences of disruption opens the possibility of thinking about 
technology governance as the governance of risks and harms. As my last point, I’d 
like to suggest that,  in line with the programme Ulrich Beck laid out in the Risk 
Society10,  we  need to  better  understand the  risks  we manufacture  for  ourselves 
through innovation. Our task is to watch over how markets and digital intermediaries 

10Ulrich Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity (Sage Publications 1992).



govern  risks,  and  step  in  if  they  allocate  risks   in  a  way  that  harms  the  most 
vulnerable individuals and communities.

To do that,  we need to map – I  need to map -  the interconnected forces which 
produce systems of non-linear, cascading, often unpredictable unknowns, risks and 
harms in the digital society. This requires the understanding of how risks interact, 
flow, and reinforce each other. It requires close collaboration with colleagues who 
build the instrumentation to better trace the invisible flows of data, material, power. 
It  requires  us  to  devise  as  many  safeguards  as  possible  to  mitigate  the  harms. 
Preferably before the harm is done. Preferably with tools more convincing than an 
axe, a bucket.

Ultimately,  this  is  how  I  see  technology  governance:  the  legal,  institutional, 
economic,  political,  architectural  governance  of  knowledge  production,  the 
governance of the discourses, the governance of of institutions, and of risks, so we 
can  retain  our  capacity  to  govern  ourselves  under  the  conditions  of  radical 
uncertainty.



V. Closing

When we arrived in Amsterdam, my son was five years old. He is now taller than me. 
The world he is inheriting looks very different from the one I thought I understood 
when I began this work.

At the end, maybe the greatest impact of the Chicago pile was that it gave birth to a 
thousand futures. I wish I could see a similarly broad horizon in front of me today. 
When I look up at the sky, I see that the heavens are empty, and the stars we were 
offered in exchange,  look increasingly  distant  behind the bars  drawn by artificial 
satellite constellations.

We live within technological systems which govern us.  This is the challenge which 
we  now  have  to  face:  how  we  can  learn  to  govern  ourselves  from  within  the 
technologies  in  which we are  now enclosed.  Not  from outside.  Not  from a safe 
temporal and physical distance. But from within.

Despite all the difficulties, despite all the uncertainty and disruption, I’m confident 
that it is possible. I am confident, because I know that the patience, rigour, the long 
memory and the human excellence of this institution - for all its disrupted might – 
makes all this work possible. 

Multiple futures will flourish if we open the time and space for them. With your 
help, this is the work I intend to do. 
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