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Let Us Meander

hen this column is finished, the saying, “When Demosthenes spoke, men

commented on his eloquence; when Pericles spoke, they said, ‘Let us march,’”

will be amended to include, “When Koshland spoke, they said, ‘Let us
meander.” ” Science policy is in need of more than eloquence these days. Marching would be
appropriate if the enemy were identified and the battle lines were clear. If, however, a highly
diverse constituency is faced with a new set of conditions, some purposeful meandering may
be appropriate.

The era of the balanced federal budget is at hand regardless of the constitutional
questions raised about parts or all of Gramm-Rudman. The soundness of science policy and
the persuasiveness with which it can be presented may be crucial to the continued health of
science.

How, then, should we act? Do we send a battalion marching north to the trumpet call,
“Science will save the economy”? Dangerous. Scientific research will certainly help the
economy, but do we wish to attach our banner to the promise of a foreseeable practicality?
The greatest discoveries often come from the unplanned. The transistor, the laser, and
recombinant DNA were not foreseen by either bureaucrats in Washington or scientific seers.

Do we march west to the banner, “Research for its own sake, pure and basic”? Even
more dangerous. Farmers, city governments, and transportation systems, to name a few, are
also needed for their own sake. Perhaps we should meander in the general direction of
north-northwest, explaining as we go that basic researches are always ultimately relevant,
but some are more relevant than others.

Should other heroic scientists march south to stirring choruses of “Don’t rock the
boat™? In times of crises (some will say) we must stick to the procedures of the past. Funding
allocations for disciplines, the spheres of influence of universities and government agencies,
and the methods of peer review that have brought us this far cannot be changed, because
changes will generate divisiveness.

Should we march east, singing from the hymnals of reform? A willingness to criticize
ourselves, to discard the fetters of the past, are the kinds of born-again policies likely to melt
legislative hearts and lead to the promised land. A compromise, meandering south-
southwest, exploring the advantages of the tried and true while adjusting to new realities
may be the best approach to this destination.

Meandering must have a goal, or we may get lost in the wilderness. How can policy be
formed in this new era? Committees of peers, manifestos from learned societies, and
decisions of program managers are valuable and conventional procedures, but it may be
rewarding to examine other ways to define our goals.

One might be to advance science policy the same way that we advance scientific
discovery: by publication of novel ideas. The genetic code was not solved by assembling all
the best geneticists in the world and agreeing on the next experiment. Rather, individuals
devised their own experiments, and those that were good provided a basis for further
advances; those that were less good were forgotten without damage to the system.
Eventually, to have political clout, the best ideas will have to earn the consensus of larger
groups who must march, but the seeking of consensus too early can lead to the stifling of
truly original ideas. Ideas should be considered the basic research of science policy, the
generation of consensus as its applied research.

To aid in the process, Science has invited various individuals to make suggestions in the
science policy area. Frank Press, president of the National Academy of Sciences, courageous-
ly presented an idea in the 21 March issue that is both innovative and controversial. Others
have been invited to contribute ideas on subjects ranging from evaluation of big science and
little science, levels of indirect costs, amounts of salaries on grants, and the hazards of
conformism in peer review. Volunteer contributions also are welcome and will be evaluated
for originality, succinctness, and scholarship—comparable to the evaluation of scientific
articles. In a sense, we are embarked on a social experiment the hypothesis of which is that
§cic;cc policy can proceed by incremental steps in ideas similar to the process of science
1tselt.

Scientists of the world, unite! The battle of the budget looms. Let us meander!

—DANIEL E. KOSHLAND, JR.
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