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To the Editor:

 The rate of restricted scientific work reported in the exploratory study by
Kempner et al. (1) is alarming. American society created academic tenure to prevent
these problems. It is possible that we are observing cultural changes and that
American scientific institutions should rethink earlier decisions and adopt new
strategies.

 Following the election of President Reagan, several agenda-setting institutions in
American science abruptly withdrew support from the earlier “honest broker” role of
social science. There were several rounds of intense, behind-closed-doors,
arguments about the wisdom of this retreat: for example, within the National
Academy of Sciences/NRC system; in meetings of the Carnegie Commission on
Science, Technology and Government; and in the President’s Committee of
Advisers on Science and Technology (PCAST). Reports from PCAST meetings and
other sources show senior scientists were unwilling to recommend evaluations of
even the normal range of liberal-conservative ideas in American politics
(www.policyscience.net/references.html) and cited a perceived shift in public
support for evidence-based (v. belief-based) policy as a reason for institutional
silence (2). 

 Sagan (3) warned against scientific retreat and the “combustible mixture of
ignorance and power” that could grow. A public sphere abandoned to self-confident
and smart hucksterism, to sensationalism and “attack machine” styles, and to loud
(evidence-free) policy argument television has changed American culture. The
forces of unreason have become more prominent and bolder and this may explain
why so many scientists have become uncertain about support for anything that might
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be controversial.

 Our agenda-setting advisory bodies ought to rethink these earlier deferential
decisions. The better strategy for the role of science is boldness: competitive,
definitive tests of ideological truth-claims, based on the model of the Michelson-
Morley experiment in the history of physics. Competing designs would be
developed and funded by NSF or leading foundations with participation by
adherents and/or opponents of different views. A bold, high-visibility,
interdisciplinary program would give added civic protection to all scientists. Its
results, and forthright spirit, would make a refreshing contribution to the nation and
the undergraduate curriculum.

Sincerely,

(Dr.) Lloyd S. Etheredge

Contact information: Policy Sciences Center Inc. c/o Yale Law School 127 Wall St.,
Room 322, Box 208215, New Haven, CT 06520-8215; lloyd.etheredge@yale.edu
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