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i Trans-science (1972)

= Alvin Martin Weinberg (1915-2006%

Minerva 10(2): 209-222 (19740

Science and Trans-Science

ALVIN M. WEINBERG

MucH has been written about the responsibility of the scientist in resolving conflicts which arise
from the interaction between science and society. Ordinarily the assumption is made that a
particular issue on which scientific knowledge is drawn into the resolution of a political
conflict—for example, whether or not to build a supersonic transport (SST) or whether or not to
proceed with a trip to the moon—can be neatly divided into two clearly separable elements, one
scientific, the other political. Thus the scientist is expected to say whether a trip to the moon is
feasible or whether the SST will cause additional skin cancer. The politician, or some other
representative of society, is then expected to say whether the society ought to proceed in one
direction or another. The scientist and science provide the means; the politician and politics
decide the ends.

This view of the role of the scientist, and indeed of science itself, is, of course, oversimplified,
in particular because even where there are clear scientific answers to the scientific questions
involved in a public issue, ends and means are hardly separable. What is thought to be a political
or social end turns out to have numerous repercussions. the analysis of which must fall into the
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