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DAVID H. GUSTON

Retiring the Social Contract for Science

Updating the way we talk and think about the place of science in society will lead to
more effective policy.

A widely held tenet among policy scholars maintains that the way people talk
about a policy influences how they and others conceive of policy problems
and options. In contemporary political lingo, the way you talk the talk
influences the way you walk the walk.

Pedestrian as this principle may seem, policy communities are rarely capable
of reflexive examinations of their rhetoric to see if the words used, and the
1deas represented, help or hinder the resolution of policy conflict. In the
science policy community, the rhetoric of the "social contract for science"
deserves such examination. Upon scrutiny, the social contract for science
reveals important truths about science policy. It evokes the voluntary but
mutual responsibilities between government and science, the production of
the public good of basic research, and the investment in future prosperity that
is research.

But continued reliance on it, and especially calls for its renewal or
rearticulation, are fundamentally unsound. Based on a misapprehension of the
recent history of science policy and on a failed model of the interaction
between politics and science, such evocations insist on a pious rededication of
the polity to science, a numbing rearticulation of the rationale for the public
support of research, or an obscurantist resystemization of research
nomenclature. Their effect is to distract from a new science policy, what I call
"collaborative assurance," that has been implemented for 20 years, albeit in a
haphazard way.

One cannot travel the science policy corridors of Washington, D.C., or for
that matter, read the pages of this journal, without stumbling across the social
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