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Daniel Sarewitz 

on evidence-based policy:

Science will not provide 
the solution 

“Where societal tensions are high, politicians cannot 
afford to place their faith in the neutrality of scientific 

information”, believes American writer Professor Daniel 
Sarewitz. He does not see this as cause for regret. 

Interview
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Daniel Sarewitz meets me in the lobby of my 
hotel, arriving slightly late. The bearded American 
apologizes and explains that he tends to misjudge 
distances in Washington D.C. This is ironic, given 
that Sarewitz has made his name by accurately 
assessing the distance between Washington and 
scientists. He knows that science has relatively little 
influence here in the seat of American power. But 
he believes scientists themselves are not sufficiently 
aware of this fact. They devote much time and 
thought to their own disciplines, but far less to 
their own position within society and the defining 
characteristics of their own community. This is 
the message that Daniel Sarewitz has presented in 
countless academic papers and journal articles. 

 “Did you know that only ten per cent of American 
scientists vote Republican? And you will have to 
look long and hard to find any evangelical Christians 
in the scientific community. Or any far right 
conservatives – those who wish to limit the power of 
the state. The vast majority of American scientists 
are part of a privileged elite whose politics are far 
from right-wing. If anything, they are slightly left of 
centre. These people have values and interests which 
differ from those of large sections of society. But 
because academic scientists form such a homogenous 
group, they are unaware of this fact.”

It is when scientists wish to offer knowledge to 
politicians that the effects of this situation become 
apparent. Good politics and good government entail 
taking account of the different values and interests 
of all sections of society. Scientists have little ‘feel’ 
for such differences because they have been isolated 
in their own hidebound academic community for 
so long, he asserts. “This gives rise to the ludicrous 
notion among scientists that people would all work 
together if politicians and citizens had access to the 
knowledge that science can provide. Wrong!”

The homogeneity of the scientific community is, 
Sarewitz continues, well illustrated by the statements 
one hears at conferences. “A speaker might claim, 
‘the climate is changing, as we all know.’ I then 
think, oh really? Do we actually know that? Don’t 
misunderstand me – I too believe that the earth is 
becoming warmer and that this will cause serious 
problems. But I don’t know for certain. I believe it 
based on the statements made by scientists who are 
experts in their field. I do not have the knowledge 
needed to assess all the information on its merits. 
And I am enough of a scientist to know that there 
is absolutely no one who is expert enough in all 
subdisciplines of climatology to arrive at any firm and 
unequivocal conclusions. In the end, it all comes down 
to confidence in the judgement of certain experts, and 
a personal belief that certain opinions are more likely 
to reflect the truth than others.”

Sarewitz is not saying that science is inevitably 
‘subjective’, or that scientists are necessarily 

motivated by personal interests. Rather, he believes 
that the natural world is so rich and complex that 
it offers scope for a range of different scientific 
approaches. Each approach results in a different 
type of knowledge, and that knowledge can prompt 
different, sometimes contradictory, political 
responses. “The problem is not that scientists 
are producing knowledge which is incomplete 
or inaccurate. The problem is that scientists are 
producing too much information. There is a glut of 
facts and findings from various branches of science. 
Those facts are all valid in themselves, but there is no 
cohesion between them.” 

Arrogance
The result of this ‘objective surfeit’ of facts is that 
it will always be possible to find two scientists with 
diametrically opposing opinions, although neither 
is by definition ‘wrong’. This is amply illustrated 
by the climate debate: “If the proponents of climate 
policy had said that they wished to follow a certain 
course based on values and principles, such as the 
precautionary principle, the sceptics would have had 
far greater difficulty in opposing them. But those in 
favour of measures rarely mention values or principles 
– they merely claim that the facts are on their side.”

This ‘arrogance’ makes it both easier and safer for 
the sceptics to make their voice heard. “After all, 
it is possible to find scientific grounds to oppose 
practically any model, so the political opponents need 
only produce their own scientists to present counter-
evidence. They need not take the interests of, say, the 
oil industry into account. When science is given such 
a major societal role, there is no room for the crucial 
political debate about standards and values. The 
emergence of the climate sceptics was therefore very 
interesting, from a political point of view.” 

Scientists are not used to examining their own 
values, and neither are they used to laying those 
values bear for all to see. However, different 
disciplines entail different world views and will 
therefore lead to different policy recommendations. 
A molecular biologist will approach genetic 
modification from a completely different angle 
to that of an ecologist. These two scientists have 
different sensibilities and different ways of looking 
at the world. As Sarewitz points out, the differences 
were probably apparent long before either had 
chosen to study his particular discipline. 

"Scientists do not have a monopoly  
on the truth" 

Daniel Sarewitz (55) is director of the Consortium 
for Science, Policy, and Outcomes at Arizona State 
University, and is based at its centre in Washington D.C. 
He is the author of several books and articles, including 
‘How science makes environmental controversies worse’ 
in Environmental Science & Policy, which has become 
the most cited article from this influential journal. Until 
recently, Sarewitz had a regular column in Nature. From 
1989-1993, he was science consultant to the House of 
Representatives Committee on Science, Space, and 
Technology. Sarewitz originally studied Geological 
Sciences at Cornell University. 
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“Once you realize this, everything falls into place. 
You understand why one of your contemporaries 
at high school opted to study psychology, while 
another wanted to be a psychiatrist. Those choices 
were determined by the type of people they are, by 
their view of their own role in life. It then comes as 
no surprise that psychologists accuse psychiatrists 
of attempting to ‘medicalize’ society, while the 
psychiatrists accuse the psychologists of using ‘vague 
and unscientific’ language. In science, these differences 
can be traced back to schooldays or even earlier.”

Once you appreciate this, you come to understand 
something else: that there is absolutely no point in 
turning to science if you are hoping to divorce a 
social issue from ideology. “Where societal tensions 
are high, politicians cannot afford to place their faith 
in the neutrality of scientific information.”

According to Sarewitz, the standard model in which 
science provides neutral knowledge to the politicians, 
who can then use that knowledge to establish a 
prudent policy, is false. However, it will be difficult 
to shake off that assumption, since both politicians 
and scientists have a vested interest in maintaining 
the status quo. “The scientists enjoy authority and 
admiration as the ‘revealers of the truth’. For their 
part, the politicians can defer awkward discussions 
about standards and values by saying that there is 
insufficient scientific knowledge on which to base 
any responsible decision.” 

How can this impasse be resolved? The first move, 
Sarewitz suggests, must be made by the scientists. 
“In the long term, the idea that science offers ‘the 
truth’ to ‘the power’ represents a fundamental threat 
to scientists’ ability to influence society and edge it 
in the direction of prudent policy. Society itself will 
increasingly question the validity of this notion. If the 
scientists nevertheless cling to it, their position will 
eventually be seriously eroded even though they still 
have a very important role to play. They can offer 
knowledge which is extremely valuable based on the 

methodology of science itself: the 
rigour, the precision, the mutual 
control are all unique to science. 
However, scientists do not have a 
monopoly on the truth. We must 
create a culture which acknowledges 
that different disciplines and 
different world views result in 
different, incomplete, insights. It 
will be culture in which we feel 
comfortable with uncertainties.” 

In short, we must dispense with 
the traditional ‘enlightenment 
model’ in which the scientists 
provide the information we use to 
shape our world. This model does 
not and cannot offer solutions to 
the majority of the issues we face 
in practice, Sarewitz contends. 
Society’s problems are not like a 
great puzzle to which there is a 
standard solution if only one was 
clever enough to find it. “The 
major societal issues of today are 
more of the nature of a condition, 
a situation in which we now find 

ourselves. We cannot turn back the clock; there is 
no solution as such. So, if the situation cannot be 
resolved, we must find ways of living with it. In many 
cases, good management is the best we can achieve.”

So far, we have coped remarkably well, Sarewitz 
believes. “It seems that politicians are able to 
make decisions despite not having all the scientific 
knowledge at their fingertips. The main issues facing 
the USA at the moment are healthcare and the crisis 
in the financial sector. No politician has said, ‘Well, 
we are going to have to wait until the scientists tell us 
what to do’. These issues are seen for what they are: 
political problems in which there are various, often 
conflicting, interests and values at stake. I think we 
should celebrate the ability of a democratic society to 
take action in the face of uncertainty and the glut of 
incomplete knowledge.” 

"The problem is that scientists are 
producing too much information"
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