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Only One Side of the Question
In the past year Congress has wrestled with problems of controlling
and legislating for research and development funds, but achievements
so far appear to be minuscule. One problem which has been scarcely considered is that of obtaining a multiplicity of well-founded
opinions on scientific and technical programs. The authorization
hearings for the $5 billion space program illustrate the point. The
House and Senate committees heard extensive testimony from government witnesses representing, for example, the National Aeronautics
and Space Administration. Although a majority of the nation's scientists question facets of the program, no opposing witnesses appeared.
In part, this was because they were not invited; in part, because they
did not seek a hearing.
In contrast, committees considering legislation in areas other than
science and technology often find that many citizens ask to testify.
In matters in which conflicts of self-interest exist, issues usually are
well examined. For instance, committees considering legislation concerned with labor and management are presented with expert testimony from both sides. Many organizations support staffs that compile
reports, prepare presentations and rebuttals, and look for special
opportunities to advance their cause. In an effort to triumph, the
opponents may propose fruitful new ideas. The public and Congress
emerge with a sounder view of the factors involved.
There are several reasons why scientists do not seek to testify
at hearings on research and development legislation. Most scientists
are unaware of the schedule of impending hearings and unfamiliar
with mechanisms for obtaining an audience. Only a limited number
feel competent to make judgments in the diverse, highly technical
areas. With few exceptions there are no staffs to aid in preparation of
material. Only when highly emotional issues, such as fallout, are involved is there a semblance of broad response. A major reason why
research and development legislation is not more adequately discussed
is a lack of evident immediate clash of self-interest among scientists.
The self-interest of those who advocate expenditures is obvious, but
who makes the probing counterargument? At present, it comes not
from informed witnesses but from congressmen, whose principal wellworn line is that we are spending too much money on science in
general.
Failure of scientists publicly to criticize to any appreciable degree
programs many deem ill-judged often stems from analysis of the
balance sheet of their own self-interest. On the positive side is the
consideration that the long-term interest of their profession and the
nation dictates that unwise expenditures not be made. If the public
loses confidence in the integrity of scientists, the sequel could be
calamitous for all. But this is a nebulous possibility which does not
outweigh the realities of the present. The witness in questioning the
wisdom of the establishment pays a price and incurs hazards. He is
diverted from his professional activities. He stirs the enmity of powerful foes. He fears that reprisals may extend beyond him to his
institution. Perhaps he fears shadows, but in a day when almost all
research institutions are highly dependent on federal funds, prudence
seems to dictate silence.-PHILIP H. ABELSON
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