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"La mise-en-culture" of science: Public Understanding of Science in the French policy context Philippe Chavot, Anne Masseran During the long history of science popularisation in France, the very meaning of science and technology has hardly been questioned. They have continuously been associated with social progress. Their social usefulness appeared as a sufficient argument to promote their development. Science popularisation was supposed to enlighten or to educate the public, not to discuss the various stakes related to scientific and technological development. 100 Discussion on the benefits and threats related to TP



PT



science were only obvious after WW II and the use of nuclear weapons. Then criticisms against science started to emerge. In the 1950s and 1960s, the left wing movements were getting more and more involved in the criticism of the expansion of capitalism. They considered scientific findings to be diverted from "fair" causes, and that only those likely to be "profitable" were selected. Hence, liberal capitalism was accused of ruining the development of "good science". Nonetheless, the legitimacy of science remained uncontested. It was the uses that the capitalists put sciences to which were considered perverted and so there was a need to purify science and ensure its autonomy. In the public space, science benefited from such a positive consensus that it was totally protected from political debates, or even from public debates. The 1968 revolt led to a reform of the universities that reduced the power of mandarins and led to a growth in student population. In the same move, the operation of research and academic institutions 101 , and the existing hierarchies within them, were directly TP
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questioned, i.e. the division of labour between scientists and laboratory workers and the exclusion of females from higher status). Other criticism, more related to the social function of science, was voiced by the radical left movement and then by ecologists. Both were struggling to make science and scientists responsible for the social, cultural and environmental consequences of scientific research 102 . Hence, a reflexive attitude TP



PT



tended to develop within the scientific community. It aimed not at questioning the core of scientific activities, but to discuss the possible threats related to scientific developments: scientism, but also potential risks related to nuclear research and 100



In France, science popularisation started in the 17 th century with the work of Fontenelle, among others. The 18 th century was dominated by the large enterprise of building encyclopaedias within which science th and mechanical arts occupied an important place. Popular education movements appeared in the 19 century together with the institutionalisation and the specialisation of science. They would be reinforced by the growth of positivism (see the chapter on National Profile France). 101 In France, there is a clear partition between national research centres (CNRS, INSERM, INRA) and academic institutions such as Universities, Engineers schooners and Grandes Ecoles. 102 See LEVY-LEBLOND J.M. & JAUBERT A. (textes réunis par), (Auto) critique de la science, Le Seuil, Paris, 1973. TP
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genetics. This movement, carried by young research workers (who were labelled "scientifiques contestataires") influenced by the 1968 revolt, expressed their opinions through trade unions and several protesting publications (Impasciences, Labocontestation, Survivre et vivre...). While some actors of this movement launched the first critical studies on science popularisation, others inspired today's initiatives to promote what is going to be called the Culture Scientifique, Technique et Industrielle (CSTI). From then on, the idea that the public demands more scientific and technological information was being taken for granted. The first policies aiming at placing science and techniques into the general culture of the French population were designed in early 1981, a few months after the victory of the socialists at the national election. They led to the institutionalisation of Centre de culture scientifique, technique et industrielle (CCSTI). However, the first initiatives came from outsiders who aimed at de-localising scientific knowledge and expertise. In the early 1980s, law, health and management "shops" were flourishing in France, aspiring at helping citizens face institutions, law as well as orthodox medicine. The first French science shops were established in that context in 1981 and 1982 103 . Just like TP
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the Dutch science shops, the French structures were expected to listen to citizens’ demands and provide counter-expertise that would challenge expertise offered by industries and institutions: this way, they would help people to defend themselves against risks related to scientific, technological and industrial developments. The creation of science shops could clearly be related to the change of the political context. It was as if new spaces of negotiation that could transform the working of institutions had appeared. Scientists who had taken part in the 1970s criticism movement promoted these shops. They were either members of the Amiante Collectif of the Jussieu University or of the group Biologie et Société who had initiated the first courses Science-Technology-Society at Jussieu and Lyons. However, at the very time the first science shops were created, the new government promoted actions that would thereafter leave their influence on most CSTI activities of the 1980s and 1990s. These actions were part of a more general policy that aimed at putting science back "at the forefront in the international competition". 104 TP



The global aim was to "get out of the crisis"
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with the help of science and technology.



But it was necessary to ensure that the entire population be conscious of efforts made to develop science and technology, and of the results of these efforts. From then on, one could speak of a governmental policy towards CST. A “large” Ministry of Research 103 In 1982, there were five science shops in France and a sixth one was in the process of being established in Strasbourg. However, other shops existed: the same year 50 health shops and 20 management shops were in existence. Cf. A. Blanchard et al, Le phénomène "boutiques", recherche collective de licence, Université Paris Val de Marne, December 1982. 104 Fr. Mitterand, speech delivered on April 22th 1981. This speech, given a few days before the national election, would be used as a guideline by the new government. 105 Jean-Pierre Chevènement, (Minister of Research and Technology), Opening speech at the symposium "Recherche et Technologie", actes du colloque, La Documentation Française, Paris, 1982, p. 58. TP
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and Technology had been created to give a new impulse to French research and technology. Within this framework, the necessity of valorising and developing CSTI was underlined and became one of the crucial missions of the Ministry. In order to do so, the new government organised forums at local and national level, 106 which led to a first TP



PT



meeting with local actors and allowed the orientations for CST initiatives to be defined. They were also preparatory works of a sort for the two laws that had been voted for in 1982 and 1984 that have given scientists and academics a fourth assignment: to become active in "the dissemination of CST to the whole population and, more particularly, young people". 107 TP
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At institutional level, several committees were established to manage the meeting between science and society such as, on one side, the Office parlementaire d'évaluation des choix scientifiques et technologiques (OPECST, Parliamentary Office for Scientific and Technological Choices) in 1983, and several ethics committees. Hence, reflexivity could be impinged on scientific and technological orientations. On the other side, two structures were established to coordinate CSTI initiatives: the Mission Interministérielle de l'information scientifique et technique (MIDIST) and the Conseil national de la culture scientifique, technique et industrielle headed by a former "scientifique contestataire", Jean-Marc Levy-Leblond. These structures were dedicated to enhance and reflect upon the local and national CST initiatives. They considered the 1981 local forums as starting points for the constitution of a dense web of structures promoting CST. They also encouraged actors to develop organisations – that were to be labelled CCSTI – to coordinate actions at local level. Although the concept of CST proved to be consensual, it concealed the multiplicity of initiatives that could be developed through the CCSTIs: these spaces were defined as "sites for creation, meeting, research, education and sensitisation (through exhibitions) information and mediation" 108 . Concretely, they often drew "initiatives" from older structures such as the TP
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Association Nationale Sciences Techniques Jeunesse (ANSTJ), the popular education centres, scientific societies… Hence, they permit the federation of efforts (when power conflicts opposing local organisations did not forbid such federation). A 1985 report showed that by that time the CCSTI had yet to find a common ground. 109 TP
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They promoted a large number of actions ranging from the valorisation of Industry Museums to Science exhibitions. This situation certainly resulted from the difficulties of finding a model: CCSTI were French creations and they could not – as the science shops did – draw from any references for their development. Hence, the spectrum of 106 As a first step, 31 forums were organised at regional level from October 2nd to November 21 st. The conclusions of these forums were addressed during the national conference “Recherche et Technologie” held on 13-16 January 1982. 107 Quoted from “Loi d’orientation et de programmation pour la recherche et le développement technologique de la France”, Loi 1982-610 of July 15 th 1982, article 24. Cf also, “Loi n° 84-52 of January th 26 1984 sur l’enseignement supérieur”. 108 Bernard Maitte, Les CCSTI, rapport pour le Ministère de la culture, October 1985, p. 26. 109 Ibid. TP
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activities they could favour often depended on local contingencies. However, despite their heterogeneity and the insufficient funding coming from the state and the cities, the CCSTI have multiplied, transformed their missions and progressively became the shop windows of local dynamism as far as scientific and technological developments is concerned. 110 Local dynamism has often been concealed by the most prestigious TP



PT



achievement of the government: the Cité des sciences et de l'industrie de la Villette (La Cité), which opened in 1986. It was designed to demonstrate the French ambition to become a leader in the concert of Nations in scientific, technological and related industrial developments. The Cité, as a showcase of French science, would benefit from large public funding and from sponsoring actions. Faced with this large enterprise – the “largest CST centre of the world” 111 – the local CCSTI would have to play only a TP



PT



secondary role. Hence, this paradox: the socialist government, and especially his Minister of research, Jean-Pierre Chevènement, aimed at decentralising CST actions, making them accessible in the provinces. But, the modern "concept" of CST would be built and inaugurated in Paris and would be considered, from then on, as an example for the development of CCSTI and other centres in the provinces. CST actions reflect well the force of the still patterning French centralism. On another level, one can observe that while the CCSTI were multiplying and growing, the Science Shops were declining. This move from Science Shops to CCSTI can also be interpreted as a move from the ideal of participative democracy to a renewal of the linear model for the diffusion of scientific knowledge. In that context the so-called public demand is progressively reduced to a demand of scientific knowledge. A new start was given to CST initiatives in the late 1980s, after the end of the first governmental left-right cohabitation. The new minister of Research, Hubert Curien, aimed at restoring a dialogue with the citizens and borrowed a concept already developed in other countries (in the Netherlands and the United Kingdom), the Fête de la science (Science week). While the Fête de la science often appears as a demonstration of scientific, technological and industrial developments, the government attempts every year to give it a new meaning and encourages actions to "make science go to the street and to the public". "Science, he said, should be closer and "convivial", shared by the whole society". 112 Also, if a hiatus exists between political discourse and TP



PT



concrete actions, it could be explained by the rhetoric that is being employed: encouraging a citizen-minded science without specifying what form it should take. 113 TP
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In 1991 15 CCSTI where in existence. This figure increased to 29 by the year 2001.. As it is claimed in Lettre d'information du Ministère de la Recherche et de la Technologie, n° 74, April 1991, p. 12. 112 R. G. Schwartzenberg, Minister of Research and Technology, Discourse for the opening of the Science th week 2001, Palais de la découverte, October 15 2001. 113 One may wonder what "sharing" within this quite unilateral communication means: the Science week is supposed to educate the publics to science without feedback, without the possibility for the latter to offer knowledge or insights to the scientists. For instance, in 2001, the organisation committee of the Science week included 9 scientists, 3 social scientists but no citizen. TP
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A critical debate around science and technology surfaced during the 1990s. Scandals (such as the contaminated blood scandal in the late 1980s or, more recently the issue of mad-cow disease) and pressure from the public (such as AIDS activists aiming to establish a relationship of equality between physicians and patients, making patients take part in decisions related to clinical trials), show that a reflexive democracy is progressively taking root in France. 114 The equation scientific progress / progress of TP



PT



human condition are also being questioned. Citizens who do not base their opinions on scientific authority are also heard in public controversies. Expert knowledge is counterbalanced by other types of knowledge and the debates on scientific and technological developments are no longer limited to the scientific sphere, they are becoming political too. Politicians have measured the weight of the pressure coming from society and have adapted their CCSTI policies. At rhetorical level, the "general public" is no longer addressed as such but rather as "citizens". However, even if the concept of citizen – as it is used – is equated with an ignorant public in search of scientific guidelines, this concept led actors involved in CSTI initiatives to transform their way of communicating science and technology. This rhetoric attests of a political willingness to recapture the issue and to secure the place of science in society. Different institutions commit themselves to affirm their legitimacy in the public controversies related to scientific and technological development: CSTI has become a priority in the spectrum of actions initiated by the Ministry of research, while other ministries are also active to face the crisis (such as the Ministry of Health and of the Environment). In 1999, the Conseil scientifique de la culture et de l'information scientifiques et techniques et des musées was created. Its pamphlet states that "the issue is not to enhance CST but to see that science benefits again from its true cultural dimension (to put science into culture)". 115 TP
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However, once again, quite different meanings could be given to this statement. On one hand, the institutions attempt to restore the public's confidence by asserting the transparency, the integrity and the independence of science (mainly with regard to economics). In that case, they try "to domesticate" these protest movements by offering them new areas, which are also areas aiming at promoting science and technologies. For instance, a first – and unique – citizens' conference had been organised on GMO's in 1998. Although the concept was borrowed from Scandinavian countries, it has been largely adapted to the prevalent policy: the underlying aim of this conference was mostly to convince the public of the central role that science should play in such controversies and to reinsure the "consumer-citizens". This first experience was



114 For an introduction on the concept of reflexive modernity, see BECK U., "Risk Society and the Provident State", in LASH S. & al., Risk, Environment & Modernity, Towards a New Ecology, Sage, London, 1996, pp. 27-43. 115 Pour une politique de culture de l'information scientifique et technique", Document d'orientation du Conseil scientifique de la culture et de l'information scientifiques et techniques et des musées, November 15th 1999, p. 1. TP
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followed by others consulting actions aimed at the public whose protocol was largely differing from the original model. Specific agencies have also been created, such as the Agence Française pour la Sécurité Sanitaire des Aliments (AFSSA), whose goal is not only to advice politicians on the right decision to take but also to inform/reassure the public on the validity of this decision. On the other hand, critics are forcing open the doors of the institutional arenas to get their points of view across to the institutions (that happened during the recent public debates on GMOs that were aimed at collecting the "point de vue citoyen" but that were literally colonised by anti-GMO critics). In that case, science is equated with other forms of knowledge, and its status as an ultimate resource is negated. At least, new spaces have appeared that allow scientists and citizens to confront each other, such as, some of the Cafés des Sciences (Science Cafés). In brief, the areas where science and society interact have been largely redefined during the previous years, and some of them are constantly colonised by different pressure groups. Also, after a long history in which science was both protected and kept at a distance from critics, science is finally questioned in the public space. Most recently, several CST forums had been organised between November 2001 and January 2002 during which various issues were addressed. 116 They demonstrated the TP



PT



multiplicity of views, of actors and of meanings that are attached to CST. The first forum gathered institutional actors (coming from Ministries, Research institutions, National Museums, CCSTI…) and aimed at drawing up the states of art. Two others addressed specific questions: science on TV and women in science and technology (during which the disaffection of young people from scientific studies was addressed). Finally, a last forum organised by the Association Science-Technique-Société (ASTS), gathered 1200 people. It led to the diffusion of a call aiming at organising a public consultation on "Society, Science and Technology". Stating that the "gap" between science, technology and citizens is growing wider than ever, this call is a plea for actions in order to protect society against two resulting "risks": scientism and obscurantism. Hence, the solution, it is said, is to promote a large cultural enterprise that would reinstate the true meanings of science, technology and industries. 117 TP
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Hence, the success of such forums should not mask that the prevalent ideas of CST are based on robust representations of the public and of the role of science in society: the public is seen to demand knowledge needed to help them to face the evolution of society. Science and technology remain central references for political decisions and to establish "a new humanism".
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See http://www.recherche.gouv.fr/manif/2001/assises/default.htm http://assises.sciencecitoyen.org/ 117 See http://assises.sciencecitoyen.org/centre.phtml?edito=9 . PT
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In addition, France attempts to get closer to other Europeans countries and work on CST issues. It is within the French presidency of the EU, in 2000, that an international meeting was organised "Science and society: the public understanding of science". However, in the same way that the concept of CST is clearly detached from other federating European concepts – such as PUS or Raising public awareness of science – the policies of French "cultural exception" still place France apart from European policies.
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