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Politics and Scientific Autonomy:

Latin American and European STS Viewpoints Compared

by Mariano Bargero*

The autonomy of science (the right of members of the scientific
community to define their own

lines of research and how these are carried through) has aroused
heated debate over its scope

and significance, both political and epistemological. My aim in
this paper is to analyze and

compare the way in which two strikingly different theoretical
trends approach the issue by

examining the various links they posit between science and
society as well as the implications

of such ties in defining scientific activity. I shall then try
to determine whether, beyond the gulf

separating these two viewpoints, it is nevertheless possible to
identify any common ground and

draw conclusions about what this might be saying about
science.

One of these approaches is that of the Social Studies of
Scienceor SSS, (a trend originating

in Europe and the United States in the early 1970s). The other
is the approach referred to as

Latin American Thinking on Science, Technology and Society
(PLACTS; Pensamiento

latinoamericano en ciencia, tecnologa y sociedad),1a fairly
heterogeneous set of ideas about the

role of science in Latin America arising in the late 1960s.
Notwithstanding their differences,

both critiques arose in reaction to (what may be considered) a
single conception of science,

generally labeled (even in such widely differing versions of it
as philosophy, history and

sociology) classical.

Before further analysis, I wish to clarify the notion of
scientific community that I will be

using here. Broadly speaking, and aside from the different
viewpoints analyzed, this has its

roots in the idea of a national scientific community, in Arie
Rips sense of a community of

science-in-general [...] delimited by the nation state, as
against a scientific community

representative of a discipline or specialist field, that is.2
The reason for this is that the

approaches I wish to discuss emerge in the West in the second
half of the 20thcentury when

many states acted as guarantor of the autonomy of science (with
greater or lesser commitmentbut, anyhow, en masse), thus decisively
influencing the characteristic style of scientific

institutionalization in these countries.

* IEC (Institute for Social Studies of Science and Technology),
National University of Quilmes and

CONICET (National Council for Scientific and Technical
Research), Argentina.

1 The acronym PLACTS was originally devised by Dagnino, Thomas
and Davyt (1996). For reflections onthis trend, see also Albornoz
(1987), Vaccarezza (1987, 1989, 1998), and Vessuri (1987).2Rip
(1994), p. 60.
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The Classical Autonomy of Science

As a result of the proof that during the Second World War
science had furnished of its

capabilities, there subsequently emerged in the developed
countries of the northern

hemisphere not only an explicit interest on the states part in
promoting it, but also the idea

that this was its own province. These ideas came from a climate
of opinion that set great store

on sciences contribution to culture and social progress in
general. A document bearing

witness to this historic moment is the report on a fitting role
for science in issues of basic

political interest such as national security, health and
employment, which the scientist,

Vannevar Bush, presented to the American president, Harry
Truman, immediately after the War

(in answer to Roosevelts express request a year earlier). 3
Bushs report paradigmatically

represented a markedly optimistic conception of scientific
progress and was the cornerstone of

new and direct state policies designed to promote science. Thus,
a new way of organizingscientific activity emerged from the
application of such policies in the countries of the northern

hemisphere. Its most notable departure from earlier science was
its scope. I am obviously

referring to the appearance of what Derek de Solla Price would
call Big Science: huge

investments and extremely rapid growth in terms of results and
circulation of knowledge. Its

heyday, particularly in the United States, was to last until the
late 1960s. 4 This new

organization of scientific activity also brought with it
significant changes in the conditions

under which professional science was done: scientists became
civil servants, whereas before

their sole employers had been universities (autonomous
institutions principally concerned with

scientific research, an activity which, in turn, found in the
interference-free environment of the

universities the opportunity to develop and grow).5

The Bush report and Roosevelts reasons for enlisting the
collaboration of science clearly

set out the interests of the different parties in the contract
between science and the state. In

his letter asking for Bushs opinion about sciences potential and
the means necessary to

promote it, Roosevelt in effect raises the real question of
whether science can provide solutions

to given political and social problems such as disease, security
and national defense,

employment and economic development.6Although Bushs reply was
upbeat, he did mention

one condition: the freedom of scientists in their research:
scientific progress on a broad front

arises from the free play of free intellects working on subjects
of their own choosing and

dictated by their curiosity for exploring the unknown. 7What I
want to show is that, right at the

3Bush (1945).4See Price (1963), Cozzens (1990), Sanz Menndez and
Santesmases (1996) and Oteiza (1992).5 For the differences in
sciences organization before and after the appearance of state
promotionpolicies, seethe Sanz Menndez and Santesmases discussion,
op. cit.; pp. 4-5. For a thorough overview of

the key features of the institutionalization of science in
universities in the developed countries of the

northern hemisphere, see Ben-David (1971).

6See Roosevelts letter to Bush in the dossier in Redes14,
Science, the Endless Frontier. A Report to thePresident(trans.
Ciencia, la frontera sin fin. Un informe al presidente) by V. Bush,
pp. 89-156.7Bush, op. cit., p. 105.


	
8/11/2019 M Bargero - Scientific Autnmy & Politics.pdf

3/21

3

inception of this relationship between science and state, a
fundamental difference of interests

can be traced. This foreshadows a tension (veiled at first)
between science policy-making and

the autonomy of science: on the one hand, a utilitarian interest
in science from the political

members of the state; on the other, scientists reluctance to
subordinate their research to

criteria on its application, a reluctance founded on the idea
that autonomy constituted a

prerequisite for scientific progress. This was accepted in
principle. 8 As Bush puts it, the

faculties, universities and research institutes with both public
and private support are the

centers of basic research. They are wellsprings of knowledge and
understanding. As long as

they are vigorous and healthy, and their scientists have the
freedom to pursue truth wherever it

leads, there will be a flow of new scientific knowledge for
anyone who can apply it to practical

problems in government, industry or elsewhere.9

This view of science and the importance of autonomy, as
explicitly stated by Bush, 10

complemented classical epistemological conceptions which
conceived of scientific activity as aform of knowledge hierarchized
by the rationality of its methods and, therefore, endorsing

scientists aspirations to legitimacy and complete freedom in
research decisions. 11There are

those who have attributed the coincidence of this view of
science with the scientific

communitys aspirations to a propaganda effort waged by
scientists themselves. 12 The

Spanish historian of science, Carlos Sols, has pointed out the
dependence of classical

philosophical analyses of science on common sense hunches
typical of scientists and has

speculated about the dogged survival of this kind of analysis
into the late 1950s owing to the

widespread ignorance about the historical development of science
prevalent at the time.13

In line with this mood then, it comes as no surprise that a few
years earlier on spawning

the sociology of science, Robert Merton would develop an
approach that was absolutely in

keeping with these conceptions of the scientific community and
the philosophical orthodoxy. To

his mind, science, as an institution, has a goal, namely, the
extension of scientific knowledge.

To achieve this, it uses the famous scientific method, which in
turn finds in the institutional

imperatives of science (the scientific ethos) the conditions and
guarantees for its rigorous

pursuit. According to Merton, this ethos consists of norms and
values suited to scientific

8Susan Cozzens views the period between 1945 and 1968 as the
golden age of basic research in the

United States. She holds that during these years the budgets for
science grew at a pace never equaledsince The funding of basic
research was not only free from utilitarian restraints, it was also
lacking indirection. Cozzens, op. cit., pp. 144-1459Bush op. cit.,
p.105.10 It is worth pointing out that Bushs report, Science, The
Endless Frontier, summarizes the extensiveanswers to President
Roosevelts questions given by many scientists in committees quite
faithfully.11Prego (1992), p. 12.12 Stuart Blume says that after
the Second World War it was these scientists who persuasively
and

effectively wielded the idea that science needs to be left alone
in order to achieve the desired success. Hegoes on to shows that,
by constructing their ideal model for understanding the scientific
system,Mertonian sociologists may have been heavily influenced by
scientists own propaganda. Blume (1974),

p. 38.

13Sols (1994), p. 16. Of the scientists striving to defend the
autonomy of science and its principles ofrationality and love of
knowledge, Michael Polanyi is perhaps one of the most prominent.
Compare his

The Logic of Libertywith Polanyi (1942) and (1945).
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production but also considered right and good, that is, they are
as much moral as technical

prescriptions.14

The importance Merton gives in these writings to the autonomy of
science is associated

with the dangers which, in his eyes, threaten its very
existence. One such danger was the Nazi

states persecution of science in Germany. 15The other condition
which, according to Merton,

jeopardizes the autonomy of science is related to something that
is part and parcel of science

in the second half of the 20thcentury, namely, a demand for
technical applications. Thus, to

Mertons thinking, the autonomy of science is presented as a kind
of tacit pact between science

and society. According to this pact, society would respect
sciences authority because of the

benefits it would reap from technological innovation. 16He
points out that scientists no sooner

begin their apprenticeship than they incorporate a sense of the
purity of science, which is why

they cannot abide having it subordinated to the economy or the
state. The glorification of pure

science then would perform the function of preserving sciences
autonomy: if external criteriasuch as economic utility or political
convenience were adopted, science would only be valued

socially to the extent that it met these criteria. This would
impinge upon its paramount

function, namely, the production of knowledge. Nevertheless,
Merton suggested that the

technological criterion for scientific achievement also performs
a function (which offsets the

former), namely, to bestow social legitimacy on science. 17 He
goes on to make two

observations: firstly, he stresses the fact that concerning
oneself solely with pure research is

associated with a neglect for the consequences lying outside of
the area of immediate interest;

however, social results may hamper the achievement of the
original goals. Secondly, he says he

does not believe that, for military, economic or political
reasons, the exclusion of theoretical

science is warranted. He finds proof of this in the fact that
even the most esoteric research has

come up with important applications and holds that the emphasis
placed on utility demands

an essential minimum interest in science, that can be made to
serve the state and industry.

Nevertheless, he cautions that this emphasis leads one to limit
the research into basic

science.18

But, what institutional form did scientific autonomy take
outside of the universities? The

emergence of Research Councils has without doubt played a
central role in these historical

circumstances, first in the developed countries and later, from
the late 1950s through the

1960s, in Latin America. After the politicians decision to view
science as a matter for the

14Merton (1942), p. 358.15 Merton suggests that the expansion of
political power introduces conflicting loyalties. The
conflictbetween the totalitarian state and the scientist results in
part, then, from the incompatibility of the ethics

of science and the new political code imposed on everyone
regardless of professional creed. Merton(1938), p. 344.16 Merton
states that were it not for such indirect proof, continued social
support of science that isintellectually incomprehensible to the
public could hardly be nourished by faith alone. Idem, p. 347.17
Idem, p. 346-350. The positive social perception of science which
Merton refers to, does not prevent

him registering his aversion (which would eventually catch up
with the world of science) for certaintechnological products of
mass destruction.18Idem, p.343.
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state, they had to resort to councils recognized as legitimate
by the scientific community in

order to define the means of distributing resources. In this
way, the membrane of state became

more and more permeable to scientific values, until the
scientific community had secured a

large slice of the state research budget, since scientific
quality criteria and peer review of

projects were establishedas mechanisms for the allotment of
funding. 19

So far I have been trying to show that the idea of the autonomy
of science I am calling

classical is a result both of the conceptualizations of science
supplied by philosophical and

sociological versions which are also called classical (at their
peak in the mid 20 thcentury) and

of the scientific communitys own perception of itself. It is
common to these conceptions of

science to consider autonomy as a functional prerequisite for
research activity. In turn, this

attitude is founded either on the particular rational nature of
scientific activity or on the high

degree of hermeticism of its theories and knowledge. This
discourse in defense of scientific

autonomy has gone hand in glove with strategies and practices by
some members of thescientific community who, in various western
countries, have encouraged the setting up of

many a state institution administered by scientists themselves
to promote science. The other

element common to these conceptions where scientific autonomy is
concerned, is an

antagonism between basic science (as carried out by scientists
with a purely intellectual

orientation whose funding depends on criteria laid down by the
community itself; in other

words scientific excellence) and science applied to
technological development (research that

aims to find technical applications and which, generally
speaking, is requested by actors

external to the scientific community, from either the state or
the marketplace).20

Critique 1: Scientific Autonomy in the Social Studies of
Science

After the appearance of Thomas Kuhns influential work, The
Structure of Scientific Revolutions, in

1962 a debate was unleashed within disciplines whose object of
inquiry was scientific activity.

Among its effects was the birth in the early 1970s of new
theoretical perspectives for the study

of science in the social sciences.

One of the first to emerge was the sociology of scientific
knowledge. Its focus being the

epistemological discussions of Anglo-Saxon intellectuals, it was
hardly strange that this

orientation originated in Great Britain.21 This new trend
distanced itself from the classical

philosophy of science and Mertonian sociology of science. It
insisted that science was

19 See Rip, op. cit., pp. 65-66. For an examination of the
situation in Argentina and the role of the

scientific community in the emergence of CONICET, see Albornoz
(1987), Vaccarezza (1987) and (1989),Caldelari et al. (1992),
Vessuri (1987) and Kreimer (1996).20 For a succinct treatment of
the role played by the notion of autonomy in classical conceptions
of

science, see Lpez Cerezo (1998), pp. 42-43.

21In its early days, the most renowned center for the sociology
of scientific knowledge was the ScienceStudies Unit at the
University of Edinburgh where the so-called Strong Programme was
set up, althoughthere were other important centers most notably in
Bath and York.
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intrinsically social in all its manifestations: scientific
knowledge in itself had also to be

understood as a social product. This effectively meant the
rejection of the restriction that the

functionalist sociology of science had imposed upon itself,
which accepted (in line with

traditional Anglo-Saxon philosophical orthodoxy) a strict
demarcation between empirical and

epistemological problems,22 and admitted an implicit
intellectual division of the work this

principle established, leaving sociology insulated against
epistemological-type problems. 23

The social nature of scientific knowledge was something that had
to be explored in studies

of real science. The apriorism of the normative philosophy of
science had to be put aside.

Mertonian sociology of science however, by simply looking at the
organization of science as a

whole and refusing to recognize any major differences within
what was called the scientific

community, or by ignoring scientists everyday research
practices, seemed to take their

rationality for granted and, at the same time, to deny the
importance of understanding the

particular social conditions in which these practices develop.
Nothing idiosyncratic wasrecognized in them. Thus, one critique was
leveled at the marked idealization characterizing

the conceptualization of the scientific ethos. The one that
would, however, strike the most

dissonant chord with the new sociology of scientific knowledge
was the fact of having

abandoned entirely [...] the distinctive, central aspect of this
activity as such, namely, the

production of scientific knowledge.24

If, in earlier versions of the sociology of science, the social
appeared as surrounding the

production of knowledge, which was off-limits to sociologists
restricting themselves to studying

the organization of scientific activity, scientific knowledge
itself would from these perspectives

be studied as a strictly cultural product, as just another
element of the social that could be

explainedby the political, economic and social position of those
who bring it into being. 25 In

this way the new sociologyof science became a sociology of
scientific knowledge. It is precisely

the reclaimed social and historical roots of this knowledge that
legitimize sociologys adoption

of such knowledge as an object of study and its transgression,
in the same gesture, of the

boundary that classical conceptions of science had drawn between
epistemological and social

context; a limit which, as I have already pointed out, had
originally been defined by philosophy,

22Classical conceptions in the philosophy of science (summarized
paradigmatically in logical empiricismand critical rationalism)
shared the idea that they could distinguish two ways to tackle the
issue ofscientific discovery (both of which defined dimensions of
scientific activity and spheres of disciplinary

responsibility). The first of these was related to the social
and psychological conditions that gave rise toknowledge and
constituted the extreme relationships of ideas, being the main
subject of inquiry in

disciplines such as sociology, history or psychology. The second
approach concerned the issues ofjustification or validity of
knowledge constituting the internal connections of ideas, which
were the objectof study of the philosophy of science. See Prego
(1994), pp. 51-59.23Idem, pp. 67-68.24Idem, p. 68.25Referring to
one of the most representative approaches of this new sociology of
science, namely theStrong Programme of the University of Edinburgh,
Carlos Prego states that it was the first research

program to be set up organically as an effective alternative to
studies drawing their inspiration from

conventional approaches. It resolutely placed belief systems on
the axis of analysis instead of values,norms and rewards which were
the special object of attention of the functionalist viewpoint.
Prego

(1992), p. 65.
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later accepted by the functionalist sociology of science, and in
turn constituted one of the

cornerstones of the classical argument in defense of scientific
autonomy.

No sooner had these kinds of approaches to the study of science
become well-known than

the various objections and defenses intensified, largely due to
the fact that sociology had

appropriated the study of scientific knowledge to itself, thus
provoking (with this change in

focus) a kind of jurisdictional and competence conflict between
itself and the philosophy of

science. Yet, at the same time, it imperceptibly incorporated
one of its characteristic

limitations in that it continued to unilateralize the
rapprochement with science. In effect, the

main point of interest for classical philosophy of science, as
for the sociology of scientific

knowledge, has always been the scientific product, especially in
its conceptual form,

knowledge. The sociology of scientific knowledge thus analyzed
scientists behavior only in

terms of their theoretical attachments (viewed as being
determined by the social position they

occupied or the culture they came from), but the
conceptualization of practices and theirinterpretation were not
taken into account in understanding science. 26

From the intense theoretical arguments that ensued, new
approaches emerged (with

various contributions from ethnomethodology and ethnography) and
this gave rise to what was

called social studies of science (SSS).27This new turn of events
brought with it a reaction to

the critiques leveled at the sociology of scientific knowledge
as reductionist, and also a

broader attention to science. As Andrew Pickering likes to
stress, the job of deepening the

understanding of science (as a social activity) has ceased to be
the exclusive right of a given

approach or discipline, or in other words, there are no
guarantees that, by seeking to

understand the practices of scientists, one will arrive at
concepts that characterize a specific

discipline. Therefore SSS should not be thought of as
constituting closed discussions within

philosophy, social theory or historiography, but rather as
confronting severe challenges to the

same disciplinary matrices from which the developing practices
and culture of scientific activity

are studied.28

SSS have favored analyses inquiring into issues such as the
relationship between scientists

and their sponsors, or the strategies for deploying material and
informational resources in the

construction of new knowledge. In short, the approach has been
put into practice and this has

resulted in a broader and more immediate understanding of
science and, ipso facto, a less

idealized image of research activity which, from being viewed as
the immutable application of

the scientific method (in the Mertonian conception of the
sociology of science) has later come

to be understood in terms of practices loaded with idiosyncratic
features and subject to the

26 This analysis of the theoretical shortcomings of the
sociology of scientific knowledge is taken from

Pickering (1992).

27For an analysis of the conceptual changes occurring from the
cognitivismof the sociology of scientificknowledge to the
interpretativismof the Social Studies of Science (SSS), see Prego
(1992), chaps. 2 & 3.28See Pickering, op. cit., p. 7; and
Vessuri (1991).
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contingencies of political and economic interests, a far cry
from the classical image of

scientific autonomy.29

For SSS the research practices of scientists can no longer be
thought of as being on the

fringes of political, economic and/or cultural (in a word,
social) influences. Indeed, this stance

has been both cause and effect of one of the main aims of these
new approaches, namely, to

prove that science, far from being an autonomous activity
governed by its own laws, its end-

products are determined by social factors.30 Thus, autonomy,
which classical conceptions

interpreted as a condition for sciences neutrality, the distance
from anything alien to its ethos

guaranteeing the free application of the scientific method, has,
from an SSS viewpoint, come to

be considered an impossibility or mere idealization.

Critique 2: Scientific Autonomy in Latin American Thinkingabout
Science, Technology and Society (PLACTS)

In late 1950s Latin America, in political and economic
circumstances that demanded

modernization of the regions infrastructure and production,
development discourse and (a

little later) dependency theory came to have a certain
precedence. They asserted the need to

draw up policies designed to achieve sustained, autonomous
economic growth and social

progress with respect to the industrialized countries of the
northern hemisphere.31 In turn in

securing the modernization these approaches advocated, the
stimulus of scientific and

technological activity came to be seen as as a necessary and
sufficient condition.32 Some

years later (well into the 1960s) another discourse emerged
which, taking its inspiration from

these ideas, formulated a new diagnosis about the function of
science and technology for

society and the state, and even about the social dynamic of
scientific and technological

creativity.33I am referring to the heterogeneous set of ideas
known as Latin American Thinking

on Science, Technology and Society(PLACTS; pensamiento
latinoamericano en ciencia, tecnologa y

sociedad). I say heterogeneous because, although the aforesaid
development conceptions

formed the basis for a number of formulations about the role of
science in Latin American

societies, no disciplinary fields or study programs in fact
emerged from them. Which is why

what may lend the various different positions inherent in PLACTS
a certain unity are precisely

these underlying (analytically detected) conceptions and values
rather than any express

29Cozzens points out that the significant growth in relations
between science and government which tookplace after the Second
World War, gradually made the functionalist explanation of the
autonomy of

science unacceptable to sociologists. Cozzens, op. cit., p.
151.30Vessuri (1991), p. 61.31Development and dependency theories
had their origin in the Economic Commission for Latin
America(CEPAL; Comisin Econmica para Amrica Latina), a United
Nations political and economic discussion

and research forum set up in 1949. On the influence of these
theories on PLACTS, see Vessuri (1987), pp.

109-110; and Dagnino, Thomas and Davyt, op. cit., pp.
19-21.32Dagnino, Thomas and Davyt, op. cit., p. 19.33Vaccarezza
(1987), p. 200.
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relationship or coherence.34The most well-known names associated
with this trend are Oscar

Varsavsky, Amlcar Herrera and Jorge Sbato in Argentina; Osvaldo
Sunkel in Chile; Jos Leite

Lopes in Brazil; Marcel Roche in Venezuela; Francisco Sagasti in
Peru; Mximo Halty Carrere in

Uruguay and, last but not least, Miguel Wionczek in Mexico.

According to Leonardo Vaccarezza, though the novelty of this
discourse was to broaden the

horizons of the debate about science policy-making by tackling
issues that had never previously

been given such emphasis, it did not however signal a
fully-fledged science policy. This existed

and was sustained by the scientific communitys sectorial
pressure on the state and the

legitimization of science as a leaven (a last but also
inevitable resort) to social progress.35

Argentina (a country I will be referring to in particular as it
is the one I am most familiar with)

is a good example of this, since the relationship the fledgling
scientific community began to

form with the state in the late 1950s rested on a classical
interpretation of sciences social

function.36

The rationale of the single law establishing the major body
responsible forpromoting science in Argentina as the National
Council for Scientific and Technical Research

(CONICET; Consejo Nacional de Investigaciones Cientficas y
Tcnicas) firstly laid out the

cardinal convictions deployed by the classical model of
discourse to legitimize the autonomy

of science, and subsequently the demands the state placed on
science in exchange for funding.

It set CONICET the task of contributing to the Nations cultural
advance or in other words, in

the production of knowledge it acknowledged one of the principal
social functions of scientific

activity but also endowed it with other different functions
aiming at coupling science and

technology to societys general needs by solving problems
relating to national security and the

defense of the State. Further on it referred to the importance
of the sciences inasmuch as

they tend toward the improvement of public health, the most
widespread and effective use of

natural wealth, the boosting of industrial and agricultural
productivity and general collective

wellbeing.37 My point is that the actions that led to the
setting up of CONICET and also

powered the consolidation of scientific activities in Argentina,
essentially specified a particular

kind of science akin to classical conceptions. This
interpretation, as usually happens in social

life, was reflected in the institutions and in the praxis of
research activity. 38

34 For a detailed study of the conditions in which PLACTS
emerged, its evolution and impact on

contemporary discourse about the role of science in Latin
America, see Dagnino, Thomas and Davyt, op.cit.. See also Vessuri
(1987), Albornoz (1987) and Vaccarezza (1987, 1989 and
1998).35Vaccarezza (1987), pp. 200-201. This statement is akin to
an influential idea advanced by a prominent

representative of PLACTS, Amlcar Herrera (1973). He suggested
that the lack of explicit scientific state

policies ought not to be interpreted as an out-and-out lack of
interest in science and technology. This laterled him to formulate
the distinction between explicit and implicit science policies
later taken up by

Vaccarezza (1987), p. 200.36For an overview of the development
and particular characteristics of science in Argentina, see
Caldelariet al., op. cit., Albornoz (1987 and 1996), Kreimer, op.
cit., Vessuri (1995) and Oteiza (1992). For asynthetic description
of the origin of Latin American organizations for the promotion of
science and the

role of scientific communities, see Vessuri (1987), pp.
108-109.37Decree-Law 1291/58 quoted in Caldelari et al., op. cit.,
p. 169.

38Indeed, the comparison of these events with what Rip says
about the emergence of scientific researchcouncils in developed
countries and their co-optation by the scientific communities is
justifiable on manypoints. See Rip, op. cit.
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Thus there are two principal facets to PLACTSs early origins: on
one hand, the stamp of

development and dependency theories and, on the other, its
opposition to or distancing from

classical definitions (different in each individual case) of
sciences place in society. At the

beginning of this work I said that PLACTS, like SSS, implied a
reaction to such conceptions,

though in its own case it did not keep to the forms of an
academic discussion. In fact in the

formulations of the wide-ranging points of view in PLACTS, an
eminently political calling can be

identified (which does not however alter the fact that many of
its members were outstanding

scientists). They questioned the overall organization and the
particular ways in which scientific

activity was performed in Latin America: not because these were
inefficient or produced low

quality products but because they did not coincide with the
goals of research. (This

disagreement occasionally, as in Varsavskys case, directly
challenged the classical

epistemological foundations of the political and social
legitimization of science.) In this way the

political purposes of the founding thinkers of PLACTS led them
to find the basis of sciencespolitical and social legitimacy in its
utility (as a factor in social and economic growth and

change).39

This utilitarian conception has been given many inflections
within PLACTS and varying

degrees of disagreement with classical propositions accentuating
the epistemic value of

science. Oscar Varsavsky was an example of someone who
consistently hit most raw nerves in

this respect. In his eyes, the idea of the autonomy of science
is a con trick scientists use to let

themselves off the hook for not being politically committed. His
diagnosis of science in

Argentina is a rich critique: of the image it presents of itself
as the guardian of universal,

absolute, objective knowledge; of its aspirations to play on the
international stage by studying

areas put forward by the centers of funding and rejecting
chances to research issues relating to

Argentinas social needs; of its scientists scorn for the
applications of knowledge; of the

pointless nature of much research that busies itself solely with
cranking out reports and stifles

scientists creativity, among other things.40He calls these
features scientificism (though he

points out that analogous situations are present elsewhere in
Latin America): a scientificist is

a researcher who has adapted to this scientific market, someone
who stops being concerned

about the social meaning of his activities by dissociating them
from political problems, and

devotes himself wholeheartedly to his career accepting the norms
and values of the major

international centers enshrined on the ladder of success. 41

Yet there have also been those who have turned a blind eye to
the tension that utilitarian

conceptions of science (ever-present in PLACTS, though at times
more strongly than others)

might represent for those who defend scientific autonomy. Jorge
Sbatos discourse (to cite a

different example) took no accounts of any friction between
scientists independence and the

39For a reflection on the social legitimacy of science as
founded on its utility, see Albornoz (1997), pp.

100-103.40Mantegari (1994), p.45.41Varsavsky (1969), p. 125.
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political planning of scientific activity. His proposed model
(certainly less caustic than

Varsavskys) aimed at constructing the basic frame for science
policy-making ideas in Latin

America. The diagnosis he made of the relatively low economic
and social development

attained by the regions countries was widely associated with a
dearth of scientific and

technological capacity of their own. He also believed that
science and technology would make

considerable headway in the years to come, which was why he
expressed the need for the Latin

American countries to make a supreme effort in scientific and
technological research in order

not to be left behind in a race which in 1968 he was forecasting
would last for the next 30

years. Sbato was looking for a strategy to weave science and
technology into the course of

modernization these countries were pursuing.42

According to Sbato, inserting science and technology into the
processes of national

development (as part of explicit, deliberate policy-making) is
the result of the multiple,

coordinated action of three elements basic to the development of
contemporary societies:government, productive structure and
scientific/technological infrastructure.43He goes on to

say that between these three elements a certain kind of
relationship is established, a

relationship which can be represented in a triangle in which
each element occupies its

respective vertex: to the government vertex he attributes the
capacity for deliberate action

through fixing clearly defined principles and strategies linked
to a series of political decisions

and the allotment of resources; to the scientific/technological
infrastructure vertex he

attributes the capacity for creative thinking, and to the vertex
of productive structure, business

capability. However, though it does grant pride of place in
setting the research agenda to

government (since scientific activity had to be stimulated in
key areas for economic and social

development) Sbatos focus also points up the importance of
having first-rate researchers

with guaranteed academic freedom.44So, though his idea of
implementing any given science

policy does have a bearing on the research agenda, he does not
mention the fact that this will

mean limiting the autonomy called for by the scientific
community.

I also believe it is important to keep in mind the dual
heuristic function of Sbatos

triangle as both analytical and normative (although it is the
latter that has finally fixed the

uses to which it is put). It is there to interpret reality and
to demonstrate that the existence

of the scientific/technological triangle vouchsafes a societys
rational capacity to know where

and how to innovate".45 There is clearly an underlying systemic
arrangement in Sbatos

triangle, a little basic perhaps, but which nevertheless
prefigures concepts subsequently

formulated by other PLACTS authors.46 Such a system postulates
connections via which a

42Sbato et al. (1968) and Sbato (1973).43Sbato et al., op. cit.,
p. 29.44Idem, p. 26.45Idem, p. 30.46 On the influence of the
Sbato-Botana triangle on viewpoints that would subsequently appear
in

PLACTS, and on its significance as a forerunner of systemic
approaches to science policy, see MartnezVidal (1997), pp. 143-145.
In the early 1970s Sagasti and Halty were, among others,
responsible for

developing the systemic approach in PLACTS. However,
international organizations such as UNESCO and
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virtuous circle is established that will encourage economic and
social development, with the

scientific sector providing knowledge, technologies and
professional training to satisfy the

strategically fixed demands of the state, and those required by
the production sector.

In the late 1960s and early seventies this normative way of
thinking about science and

technology policy-making was prevalent in practically every
author involved in PLACTS. 47Thus,

from this highly heterogeneous mass of models emerged authors of
the stature of Varsavsky (a

man who thought that the scientific community ought to commit
itself to a radical political

transformation of Latin American society and, on the basis of
this conviction, worked out a

proper way of going about scientific activity on this continent)
or Sbato (with political aims of

a different tenor but which also lent definition to certain
social functions of scientific activity,

inevitably leading to prescriptions about the directions
research should be taking). Both these

authors performed their diagnoses of Argentinean and Latin
American science from different

levels of analysis and with different limits on the object of
their reflections (Varsavsky from anatomistic standpoint focused on
the practices of individual scientists, while from his holistic

standpoint Sbato centered his attention on the imperfect
relation between the

scientific/technological and productive sectors). Yet despite
their differences, both authors

shared a normative outlook which turned out to be one of their
greatest limitations when it

came to understanding the mechanisms and relationships involved
in the application of science

policies and improving the efficacy of their models. Sbatos
model, which was wanting in both

empirical and theoretical knowledge about innovation, and
Varsavskys project, which was

based on an illusory avant-garde sense of the scientific
communitys vocation (since then,

betrayed) for political and social transformation,48both have
one thing in common (apart from

their no longer being mentioned as real political alternatives
for science): they burden the

political will with solving problems that are much more complex
than their analysis allow. The

insistent complaint about a preference for basic research that
was attributed to scientists [...]

seemed to suggest that all they needed was a reallocation of
funds [...] and a clearly

formulated signal to set up locally applicable technologies in
order to modify this supposed

preference of scientists. In practice, the reverse proved to be
true when the dictates of politics

came face to face with the scientific communitys own particular
rationality, which would not

bend easily to theirs.49

Nevertheless, the utilitarian concept of science, the
interpretation of its social function in

terms of its usefulness in bringing about social and economic
development, still exists today in

the minds of people working on the set of political issues
surrounding science and technology

in Latin America. This is to say that certain basic principles
of PLACTS which call for scientific

the OAS also played an important role in the spread of this
approach. See Albornoz (1987), p. 193 andVessuri (1987), pp.
110-111. For a critique of the systemic PLACTS approach oriented
toward science

policy-making, see Vaccarezza (1989), pp. 8-10.

47See Dagnino, Thomas and Davyt, op. cit..48For critiques
leveled at Varsavskys political proposals, see Schoijet (1992) and
Mantegari, op. cit., pp.51-53.
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and technological activities to be linked to production and the
needs of Latin America societies,

still linger in the attitudes of latter-day science
policy-makers,50 particularly whenever they

argue against the strongest versions of classical discourse
(prevalent among many scientists),

a discourse which holds out against the political definition of
priority research areas and

defends the notion that science as an activity is far-removed
from politics to the hilt.

Two Uses of the Notion of Scientific Autonomy

All three conceptions of scientific autonomy (classical, SSS and
PLACTS) bear the mark of

their own suppositions of what science is and the kind of
relationships it forms with society.

The one I have here been calling classical defines its close
relationship with science on the

basis of what it judges to be its most valuable product, namely,
knowledge. As an activity,science is seen as a systematic
application of rigorous impersonal procedures (the scientific

method) necessary for the production of objective, neutral
knowledge, procedures which at

the same time underwrite its rationality. This view of
knowledge-centered science has its

correlate in the political and social conditions required for it
to operate, namely, autonomous

institutionalization. Thus the autonomy of science, as a
condition for proper scientific research,

is expressed twice over: firstly, as a prerequisite for
research, that is, in the scientists

necessary freedom to apply procedures that will guide her to the
knowledge she is seeking

without her having to subordinate her quest to external
criteria, be they political or economic

(the political dimensionof scientific autonomy, whose effects
are felt at the institutional level);

secondly, in the sense of the neutrality and objectivity
attributed to the product of research,

scientific knowledge, which is the result of the rigorous
pursuit of a method far-removed from

the bias of interests and values of the life of society (the
epistemological dimension of the

autonomy of science whose effects are felt at the level of
beliefs). In this way, the belief in

sciences ability (isolation permitting) to generate objective
and neutral knowledge (its

epistemological dimension) is the basis on which autonomy proper
is legitimized (the political

dimension expressed at the institutional level). In turn, the
institution accommodating science,

given the characteristics of scientific activity and its
product, is considered radically different to

any other social institution. In this sense, the political
legitimacy of the privilege that autonomy

represents for the state (is the principal source of funding for
scientific activity in most

countries) is principally justified by the importance of its
allotted function, namely, to generate

reliable knowledge about reality (see above the references to
Bush, Merton and Polanyi, and

also what I have said about the notion of science which has
traditionally defended the scientific

community both in Latin America and the countries of the
northern hemisphere). Lastly, due to

49Vaccarezza (1987), p. 205.50A sample of the latest works and
discussions on scientific and technological policy for Latin
Americacan be found in the journal Redes.
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this conception of science, its typical commodity (scientific
knowledge) and the processes that

go into producing it, are viewed as essentially different to
other social activities.

It is however advisable to remember that the support granted by
many western states after

the Second World War (shortly before or after, and in both the
developed northern hemisphere

and the Latin American southern hemisphere) was based on a
growing perception of science as

a wellspring of technological developments. I mention this to
bring out the idea that (as I

stated earlier) this bond established by state and scientific
community alike, from the outset

contained an axial difference, the effects of which are to this
day extremely difficult to account

for: scientists believed that the social function of science was
simply to generate knowledge;

the state, however, pinned its hopes on technological innovation
that would lead to economic

growth and social development.

SSS react against several of the principles and courses of
approach of the sociology of

scientific knowledge, but also make certain theoretical
critiques their own which this school ofsociological thought would
lay before the classical conception of science, particularly
where

epistemological considerations were concerned. This is why SSS
object to the second notion of

scientific autonomy mentioned above (related to the effects of
autonomy manifest in the

neutrality and objectivity attributed to scientific knowledge,
which I have labeled the

epistemological dimension of autonomy). In other words, they
refuse to conceive of scientific

research and the knowledge springs from it as being any
different to other forms of knowledge.

Their approach blurs the dividing line between the scientific
and the non-scientific. They can in

general terms be said to view science as an activity in which
rules are historically constructed,

altered and daily reconstructed by its participants, rules that
(as is to be expected) are not

thought of as being any different than those underlying any
other social practice. Rather such

rules are considered to be analogous to what is generally
understood by the terms culture and

tradition. This is why SSS (far from suggesting that the
production of scientific knowledge can

avoid the contingency of history and separate itself off from
society) conceive of this activity as

being intrinsically social. The spotlight is placed on the way
in which specific interests and

habits (arising out of a given history and culture) come into
play in research activity through

negotiations and pacts from which scientific knowledge results.
In this sense, the social is

treated as an independent variable of science. Thus the idea of
scientific autonomy as an

inescapable technical prerequisite for obtaining objective
knowledge and independence of the

social environment becomes, from the SSS standpoint,
meaningless.

In PLACTS the social question is what endows scientific activity
with meaning: the

importance allocated to science or, in other words, the
political legitimacy science is

acknowledged as having, does not follow automatically from its
being a reliable knowledge-

producer, but rather because it is viewed as a promoter of
social and economic development.

Here, a fundamental disagreement with classical conceptions
emerges. When these classical

viewpoints base sciences importance on knowledge, they are
clearly leaving the job of defining


	
8/11/2019 M Bargero - Scientific Autnmy & Politics.pdf

15/21

15

what research is high-priority and what constitutes scientific
quality up to its producers. (This

would be the basic argument to establish the autonomy of science
as a prerequisite for proper

scientific activity, what I have been calling the political
dimensionof autonomy). The PLACTS,

however, with its utilitarian conceptions assigns to science the
political and social function of

providing technical tools to enhance development in the region
(and therefore insists on the

need to redirect basic research toward goals of social interest
by reevaluating applied

technological research). As a result, its principal disagreement
with classical conceptions

arises from its questioning the goals of lines of research
defined by scientists, which in turn

implies doubting (more or less explicitly depending on the
individual case) the very legitimacy

of the scientific communitys autonomy in defining its own lines
of research. In this sense such

a disagreement can be interpreted as a political critique. For
those involved in PLACTS, the

definition of the areas of knowledge to be researched in greater
depth is more of a political

problem than an epistemological one, ergo, decision-making
criteria should be linked to socialgoals (either the radical
transformation of the social structure or the promotion of

development).

PLACTS also differs from SSS in the way it links science and
society: in principle, the type

of relationship that SSS propose between science and the social
(in which the socialforms the

independent variable) runs contrary to the PLACTS trajectory
from science to society (with

society as a dependent variable of science.)51 Furthermore, the
critique of PLACTS, being

political, objects to the fact that things arethe way they are
and wants them to change (in this

case the research goals set by the scientific community and the
independence, which from a

PLACTS standpoint would be irresponsible, that allows them to be
set), whereas the critique of

SSS, being theoretical, objects to the fact that it is
thoughtthat scientific activity is something

radically different to other social activity and performs a
conceptualization of science in which

such a distinction does not exist.

The distinction between the terms the social/society is not
trivial but expresses deeper

ontological differences in the way this relationship is
conceived. In effect, PLACTS upholds in

several respects the approach inherited from the classical
conception of the limits of science

and its relationship with society in establishing a clear
dividing line between what is peculiar to

science and what is not. Science and society are treated as two
related but distinct things. 52

SSS however object to this distinction between science and
society. To say that science is

51 Despite the most visible relationship suggested by PLACTS
being in the direction, science (as the

motor driving social and economic development) to society (as
the receiver of technological advances),this does not exclude the
possibility of verifying relationships in the opposite direction,
in which science

would be the dependent variable and society the independent
variable (as in SSS). By way of example,Varsavskys ideas about
Latin American scientists being hidebound by scientific guidelines
produced inthe northern hemisphere or the array of state proposals
to coordinate strategic lines of research, invite

one to conceive of relationships that show social influences on
scientific activity (even in something as

clearly political as state policies).52The difference between
these two viewpoints surfaces when one tries to define the type of
relationshiplinking science and society. It stands repeating that,
according to classical conceptions, science is only
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related to the social presupposes a dissociation from what, in
this conception, is one and the

same.

This ontological difference also relates to the fact that these
viewpoints operate on

different levels of analysis. SSS refer to the social and not to
society because they resort to a

level of analysis that links, not society as entity, but
specific qualities of the social condition. If

early formulations of the sociology of scientific knowledge
argued in favor of its right to study

scientific knowledge, suggesting that this was no different to
other forms of social knowledge

(and opposing classical conceptions of science), so-called SSS
would be characterized by the

central influence of interpretativeapproaches on their study of
scientific activity. This set out to

bring to light the different ways scientists find themselves
committed to institutional, political

or economic traditions and interests in an interpretative
process in which meanings are never

given but instead form the basic object of the negotiation.53 In
short, relationships are

sought between certain defining, characteristic dimensions of
life in society (the arbitrarinessof politics, the particularism of
culture and tradition) which are manifested in scientific
activity

and production and account for the fact that it is a social
activity like any other, that there is

nothing essentially transcendental about science to set it apart
from other human activities.

For its part PLACTS conceives of science and society as two
separate entities which it

would be necessary to link together systematically. It has no
interest in science per se. What

arouses attention is principally the problem of Latin American
underdevelopment. Faced with

this dilemma they see in science a key factor in bringing about
the desired social change. This

is why the scientific community is perceived as an actor that
needs to be won over (to get her

to offer up her knowledge) in order to accomplish the objective
of transformation. I have

already mentioned how the political purpose of PLACTS originated
not only in an

analytical/descriptive, but also in a normative discourse about
the plight of Latin American

science, which dealt with the relationship desired between
science and society.54This is clearly

visible in Sbatos model: here, policies are defined in a
presupposed scenario made up of

different actors who must alter how they interact with each
other: the government, the

scientific sector and the productive sector. In this model, the
normative intention (which seeks

to make given bonds more effective) results in the systemic
features of the analysis in which

each vertex of the triangle (or system) is conceived as a
(f)actor possessing potential influence

over the others. In this scheme of things societyis just another
actor: someone who, on the one

hand, receives and benefits from the technical advances
generated by science and technology

(either as government or productive sector) and, on the other,
places demands on scientific

and technological institutions.

committed to providing knowledge whereas, according to PLACTS,
it should be committed to

collaborating in social and economic development.

53Prego (1992), p. 49. (Original italics).54Dagnino, Thomas and
Davyt describe the discourse of PLACTS adherents as leftist
normativism, op.cit., p. 45.
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A moment ago I distinguished the critique of the classical
notion of scientific autonomy

performed by SSS from the critique performed by PLACTS. I said
that SSS involved a

theoretical critique while PLACTS involved a political one.
Although I believe this interpretation

right (it is, in all honesty, a little obvious) it does not
alter the fact that the SSS critique also

has political effects and that the PLACTS critique includes
certain epistemological question

marks. By questioning the existence of an essential difference
between scientific activity and

other social activities, SSS open the door to debate about
whether policies of scientific

institutionalization should favor autonomy (as in the
traditional, classical argument) or

whether (insofar as scientific activity is considered to be
governed by economic, political and

ideological interests as with any other social practice and not
as an expression of a

transcendental rationality) there is a possibility of the state,
the productive sector or some

NGO incorporating specific new interests to add to scientists
current ones in defining high-

priority lines of research.Where PLACTS is concerned, and
insofar as it casts science in the role of a promoter of

social and economic development, not only is a social function
attributed to it, thus depriving it

of the squeaky political cleanliness it once bore in classical
versions (which saw in the

generation of knowledge a social function very different to the
political and economic one), but

it also implicitly shrouds its own neutrality in doubt (at least
in the thinking of some of those

involved in PLACTS) by conceiving of scientific activity as
interested, that is, non-neutral. It is

still generally possible in PLACTS definitions to establish
distinctions between a theoretical

frame (arising from the theoretical bent and cognitive interests
of its researchers) which would

include subjective, and therefore highly arguable elements, and
indisputable empirical

knowledge (a classical model with certain analogies to the
orthodox separation of context of

discovery and context of justification: the first of the two
dichotomies would be where the

researcher frees her subjectivity, including her theoretical
attachments; while the second would

operate as a framework with and within which her hypotheses
contrast). Nevertheless, ideas

like Varsavskys question the scientists lack of interest when it
comes to defining major

research subjects, problems and objectives and develop into
skepticism about scientific

neutrality. To Varsavskys mind science is an activity that (like
any other social activity) cannot

be detached from its ideological component; at most, all it can
do is make this explicit. 55He

believes that one should not expect spontaneous answers for
Latin Americas social needs to

emerge from the research its scientists freely perform, since
the knowledge they generate has

a different interest (or goal): not to solve social problems but
to recognize both the scientific

community in Europe and the United States (which sets the canons
of scientific excellence) and

international funding agencies. Thus, his ideas distance
themselves from (classical) versions

which hold that all (that is, any) scientific knowledge sooner
or later contributes to social

progress, and highlights the hiatus between research that
interests Latin America scientists

55See Varsavsky quoted from Ideologa y verdadin Mantegari, op.
cit., p. 79.


	
8/11/2019 M Bargero - Scientific Autnmy & Politics.pdf

18/21

18

and the social and economic problems requiring solutions in
their various countries. In this way

Varsavsky questions the fact that, effectively, the very
institutional mechanisms governing

scientific activity, (which are comparable to the norms, the
scientific ethos, that in certain

classical conceptions also operated by organizing the
institution of science or, as in the

Mertonian version, by underwriting sciences universality through
the exigency of applying the

scientific method) act by insulating the production of knowledge
from its political and cultural

environment. Then, by objecting to the neutrality of scientific
knowledge Varsavsky introduces

suspicions about its very universality. Nevertheless, it is
worth mentioning that his statements

about scientists research practices being interested (which
affects their neutrality) and about

all social activity (including science) being ideologically
loaded, are essentially the only ideas of

his to have made any impact on epistemological aspects of
science; 56although, in all honesty,

they were only of any epistemological consequence because of
their relationship with political

and cultural aspects of scientific activity in Latin America. In
other words, these pricklyarguments touching, as they do, on
epistemological issues, seem to originate more in the need

to find rhetorical (not necessarily false) tools with which to
question classical models used by

scientists to defend the autonomy of science and thus underpin
their political position, than in

a particular interest in understanding the factors which affect
knowledge production in

epistemic terms. Lastly, it is necessary to state that these
concepts of Varsavskys are quite

original in PLACTS. He is the only person I know of who has
tackled (if insubstantially) issues of

this nature.

Now what?

So far I have been looking at differences between three
approaches to scientific autonomy. I

would now like to mention some common ground shared by SSS and
PLACTS in their reaction

to the classical conception. I am referring to the fact that
these approaches not only distance

themselves from the classical point of view which judges science
on the epistemic qualities of

the knowledge it produces, but both also focus on political
issues. In this coincidence (for

want of a better word) there is a (fairly obviously)
instrumental undercurrent where scientific

activity is concerned. It is no longer viewed as an activity
whose goals of mere knowledge

production are intrinsic to (and sufficient in) themselves.
Political and economic elements are

incorporated in order to understand central issues in this
process. In PLACTS, these elements

operate as both the driving force behind knowledge production
and its goal whereas in SSS

they operate as conditions inevitably affecting this activity.
SSS conceive of scientific activity as

56Varsavsky says I believe that modern-day science is saturated
with ideology at all levels just like anyother social activity and
that this is highly visible at some levels (the uses of science)
and highlydissembled at others. Quoted from Ideologa y verdadin
Mantegari, op. cit., p. 79.
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a framework of relationships deployed over time (cyclically,
according to some authors) 57 in

which objectives change with circumstances (at any given moment
of the current cycle). This

often means that activities and end-products are at times ends
in themselves, at others means

to an end. (If one invariable objective does exist, it must be
to extend the cycle to the greatest

extent possible; yet to achieve this one would have to be
forever swapping ends for means and

vice versa.) In PLACTS it is simpler to see the instrumental
roots of its conception of science.

Indeed, I already touched on this when I referred to the
utilitarian concept its notion of science

involves: scientific activity is seen as a means of obtaining
social benefits. Thus, in these

approaches, knowledge, the product that defines science, ceases
to be an end in itself and

comes to be treated as just another spoke among many in the
political, economic and cultural

wheel.

The question of what the direction of the autonomy of science is
arises. Does it have a

direction? I believe it does, and I think it has to be conceived
of as follows: firstly, despite therapprochement between science
and its social applications (or social appropriation),

knowledge production is still a job for initiates, the only
people who understand and know

about the difficulties and approximate timing in solving a
problem. In this respect, we should

at least be ransoming one dimension of the classical notion of
autonomy.

Secondly, I think it is important to ransom another legacy of
university autonomy which so

far I have not mentioned and which does not apply to an
epistemological dimension but to a

political one. I am talking about the traditional university
independence from the state. This

autonomy guaranteed academics freedom of opinion. It should come
as no surprise that

scientists do not appeal to this kind of autonomy since it was
more the concern of the human

sciences and philosophy. Nevertheless, I believe that, as long
as science is viewed as an

activity closely tied in with politics, scientific autonomy will
be necessary in order to safeguard

a space for reflection on and criticism of the direction
political and economic interests are

taking science.**

57See the well-known book by Latour and Woolgar (1979),
particularly chap. 5 on cycles of credit.

** Quotations and titles from English language authors have been
turned to English from Spanishtranslations. This may in places give
rise to a discrepancy between the original English texts and
theversions found in this translation. Titles of works in Spanish
are given in the original language.
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