PUBLIC POLICY

Haskins Speaks Out

Congressional scuttling of the Mo-
hole project has done “real damage to
the research effort of the nation,” ac-
cording to Caryl P. Haskins, president
of the Carnegie Institution.

Worse, it is a symptom of “an ab-
sence of adequate public understand-
ing.” The climate of opinion, he writes,
has “grown increasingly skeptical of the
values of ‘non-practical’ research.” He
also cites “pressures on the National
Science Foundation to orient its philos-
ophy more fully toward practical work.”

In the Institution’s President’s Report,
Dr. Haskins states that the public has
a tendency to confuse science with tech-
nology, and that, through the Congress,
may cause the slacking of pure re-
search in favor of application.

“There is serious risk that . . . pres-
sures to cut off support of fundamental
work, however basic and important it
may be in the long term, in favor of
the retention of the immediately ob-
vious may mount to the point of irre-
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sponsibility,” Dr. Haskins says.

Pointing to Project Mohole as an
example, he writes: “Despite a far from
satisfactory start, Project Mohole had
recently been much more consistently
planned, and was well advanced toward
launching. . . . The enterprise was not
designed as an isolated effort, but
rather as the first in a long series of
continuing explorations of the structure
of the interior of the earth. Although
an immediate objective was to be the
first probing of the Mohorovicic dis-
continuity between the earth’s crust and
mantle, long known but hitherto only
indirectly investigated, potential benefits
both to knowledge and of a more prac-
tical tenor could go far beyond this.
New findings concerning the ancient
history of the earth, concerning the
origin and very early evolution of life,
concerning the history and fates of
continents over long periods of time,
concerning submarine geological proc-
esses, all could provide a veritable mine
of novel information.

“At a more practical level, it is worth
recalling that the resources surely
locked within the oceans could amount
to major treasure. They will be open
in the future primarily to those with
the initiative and the resource to find
and exploit them. This troubling public
action seems to offer a particularly dra-
matic warning of the gaps and the in-
stabilities that still may be inherent in
our social scientific revolution.”

Among the increasing attacks on
basic research and its funding being
mounted in Washington, Dr. Haskins
raises a lonely voice. But it is eloquent.
Dr. Haskins states:

“The ‘universalization’ of the scien-
tific view that we are experiencing
carries with it special dangers. It may,
for instance, be accompanied by a ‘sec-
ularization’ of viewpoint on scientific
matters, a taking for granted of scien-
tific discovery and the scientific way, a
widespread dimming of the wonder and
accompanying verve that have so long
nourished our best scientific enterprises.

“If such loss of wonder and sense of
adventure were to occur in consider-
able degree, it could carry the serious
danger of a consequent regression,
rather than a further enlargement, of
our understanding and appreciation of
scientific needs and scientific quality.
Unless we are well aware of this pos-
sibility and resist it with tenacity such
reverses could foster in turn a trend
toward dilution of scientific quality at
the operating frontiers of science itself.”
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