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Civic Science is Democracy in Action

.lanuur, 1915, Lon.prc trlotltuna

Lipon the invit|tion of Mr. Halvorsen $c h|ve comc here to
help you organize I Lon!'pine stLrd) group. ir which you lnay
anal)7e and look into thc problem\ of \,our com unil!. \\,e
,  e  r  ̂ r  l h t n l i n  l |  r e  t \  J t  , L r .  r r u r  . ,  r r  i r r . < ,  h u r  r  i ' r . , . r l
thar $ill uncoler whdc\ef froblcms erisr. srudl lheir under
l l ing cruses rnd c ' f lccts.  and e grge in objcct i \e.  f r iendly
dlscus\ion $ ith a ric\a ro\i afd sol\tn! them. (po\bn 1950::t0).

With World War II laging across both oceans,
p , . , 'p le  l i r rng  i r  \ tnc l l  i \ r , la rcd  communi r rc r  in
Mont : rn r  c lmc t  Fe lher  in  the  eren inps .  .omc
times with university scientists. to do rcsearch
on themselvcs. thef contmulit ies. their state and
their world. Thcir purpose was sin.rplc: the fbrces
creating the nodem industdalnation and cconomy
were draining rural colrmunities ofpcople. noncy
and lesources. To survive and maintain their com
munity. l lction was needed. But what kind of ac-
tion and by whom'l

Thc core principle of democracy is that edu-
cated cit izens should make decisions about hou'
to govern themselves. Scgregating science and
education into specialized settings l ike universi
ties where profcssional rescarchers stucly andteach
undermines the denocratic capacity of cit izens.
From the pelspective of rulal conrrunities dur-
ing all ofthe 20th century, universities have traiDed
) , , t rng  pc i , l l (  lb r  eur ' , .e r .  in  c i t i c ' .  rgenc iu . .  o r

other distant places. Indeed, it is gencrally argued
that with declining rural cconomies such tuain-
1ng ls necessarv to plovide opportunities for cm-
ployment. But from thc perspective of a healthy,
ilctrve democracy. the separation of scicnce and
educalion ti-om daily conmunity life threatens
the foundations of a self-governing society.

This paper takes up the issue of science and
.c i r '  l i \ t \  a \  c ,  \n l r ibu tor \  t r  r  c lea l in !  c i t  i c  sc ience
for a leaming and experimenting society. Denroc
r rL r  i .  dc ' igncd r r  r rn  e rper iment ing  pr i rce \ \  n
that i1 works bv trial and error. Solutions to prob-
lems are developed in rcsponse to creative ideas
and then tested. Whal works is kcpt, what doesn't
is redesigned based upon erpericnce. Thesc ideas
arc deceptivcly simplc! We all know that many
"solutions" become so entrenched as to be per
nanent fixtures. often with permanent ways of
getting around them. Problerns are often ideologi-
cally deflned. rnd thus allow only a narrow range
of potential solutions to be considered. Chang
ing laws, ruJes and policies or funding commit
ments takes serious eftbrt. often over long peri
ods of time or in the face of definitive l'ailure.

So how do we improve democratic capacity
in thc face of such obstacles? The first and ersi-
e \ r  \ rep  i .  b1  t r l ing  se icnce ou l  . ' t  lhe  un i \e r \ i
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l ics and resealch insli lutions and putting i l back
in the hands of cit izcns. By this we do not mean
simply moving laboratories to the linterlands. but
ralhcr rcconceptualizrrrgwhdt .t<:ienca is, v ln doe.s
it, .t d t|itll trllut affed. Thc notion of scientists
:1 .  f r t  '  i c : \  i ,  ' n r  l .  u  hosc  spee i r l i t  eJ  r ru in ine  s  r  r  c r
thcm the authority to crcate scientitic knowlcdge
which is separate and distinct lron thc knowl-
edge of expericnce and practice rose rn proni
nence il the early 20th century. Around the country
universit ies and colleges were crealed to develop
thc knowledge needcd firr an increasingly tech-
nical. inclustrial socicty. Even in tamting and for-
cstry, the knowledgc of practice and cxperience
uas discredited and tbe 'scientif ic' knowledge
of experts given prominence and new social au-
thont). When "rnodern industrirl nethods" of
l l rm in ;  , ' r  l , ' re \ ( r )  led  lo  s i , ( i r l .  eu(no ln ic .  u r
ecological problerns, ne\\" technical experts were
called to fix thcm. The voices of cxperience and
historv werc silenced and ignorcd.

What ls Civic Science? Why ls lt
Different?

Contenporary scicnce and contemporaly denroc
r rc )  r rc  h , , rh  J i \ l i n ( l i \e l )  n r ,  e rn  i l t . l i tu l io l .
By modern rve nean. progress in society through
improvcments in sciencc and technology leacls
to better l ivcs for all. Thus. rvhilc f irmly grounded
in aDclent anleccdents. science and democracy
arc institutions of modern society with shared
\,alues allcl assumptions about the importance of
progress. Of course. a conrmitmelt to progress
bnngs an acccptance ofcontinual change as a way
of l i t 'e. This is in contrast to tmditional societies
rn rvhich knou'ledge, especially through religion.
had tl're centrrl purpose ofkeeping the patterD of
social l i te consLant.

Thc challenge of delining civic science lics
in distinguishing it t lon tlte scicnrit ic institutions
created in the l9th atd 20th ccnturies. In other
\,ords. thc nrost important barrier to a lully de-
\,elopcd civic science is how science is currcntly
carriecl out and by rvhonrl It is neither method
nor subiect that is thc problem here. Rathel it is
the implicit acreemcnt between the scicntif ic and
p . ' l i l i . r l  c o m m u o r l i c r  $ h i c h  ! t r c  . L l c  I i : l \  u u -
tonom)'and llnancirl suppol't to make discover
ies. crcate knowledge and provide technok)gy to
the world. ln return the political community lieed
scientists of responsibil i ty lbr the consecluences
ol their work. instead taking responsibil i ty upon

itself or -eiving it to "society" in general. This has
led to a situation in which scientists arc not held
accountable tbr the nloral implications of rvhat
they do and society can abide by the mylh that
the social cfl'ects of sciencc and technology are
pre detennined results. not choices. That is. the
elTecls science and technology are thou-qht to be
inevitable. and thus nfi subiect to rational social
control but merely requiri lg social adjustment to
them. This doublc evasion of responsibil i ty thus
masks the dynamics of pou'er thal pcrmeate the
scienti l ic enteryrise and also dirninishcs the abil
ity ofa scientilically and technologically advanced
socicty to direct itself and control iK destiny. In
the end. when scientists l lnd tltemselves nisun-
derstood or pcrhaps resented and societv fiDds
i t . ( l l  l accd  $  r rh  un torcscen c ! , , l , ,g ic r l  r r id  o ther
problens, neither scientists nor cit iTens are wcll-
seryed.

Civic sciencc seeks to reunitc these divided
roles ald lesponsibil i t ies. In civic science rve do
not iust possess knou'ledge of a detached and
objectifiecl world, but are involved in the crcation
of a bettcr, more meaningt'ul and more fult i l l ing
one. ln oLhcr u'ords, the world is subjectif icd as
the scientisrcit izen and cit izcn-scientist partici-
pate together in its creation. Whereas academic
science is oricnted to\\"ard observation and con-
trol. civic science invoh'es observation but is ori-
ented toward intelprelation (of nature and soci
ety) and involvement. It thus becomcs a part of
thc world rather than a process of standing away
and l(x)king at it from a distance.

Ti) democratizc science is to bring science back
ink) its proper conlext. That is, to insure its rel-
evilnce and rnorality through involvenent \\,iLh
suc i l l  re t i , ' n .  S imu l l i lncou. l ) .  ( i \  i c  .c ienec  r . \  i -
talizes dcmocracy by making citizens morc aware
and understanding ofeach other and their rvorld.
The proper context of scicnce is as a catalyst fbr
social learning-or, Ieaming about the world that
leads naturally to action. Thus. civic science helps
make science more meaningful and ethical as well
as deomcracy more purposel'ul and eflective.

Who Does Civic Science?

On the e!ening olApr i l  21.  19,15. . .  the Dirb]  Stud) croup
\\as ory.rDized .. I n additiolr to tbe r\ eekl,v qucnion commir
te!'s andlemporury research comDitiee\ called lor in the \tudv
e . . , 1 ( $ l r i l , l , , r e , i r e h . l f . . l l n , p f , , \ e ' ,  n - . ' " o . u 1 . . . r . 0
lh.rl l$o oflhree standin{ comllliitees bc appoLnted to in\.'cs
tig.rte rhe corrnNmilvis lnajor long rangc problems. 'l'hu!. 

lhc
cfoup e\ tabl ishcd colnmitrees on smal l  indusrr ies.  local
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trx:lnon. and I)arb! cducarion Nnd r.crcution. ...For thifieen
consecunvc $ccl\ ncarl,"" rhii,,- resolure citizen\ grthefed
a.ound i  lablc i l ]  lhcrr  connrur i r )  hr l l . rnd s i red up the prob-
lem\ o i  lheir  to\n.  (Ponolr  1950:51 5- l ) .

Can onl) those located in unive$ities or rc-
search groups be called scientists l If so. democ-
racy is in danger Civic science is essential for
acti\,e democrac)' in our communitics. Thc con-
cept of civic science assumes thitt ol]e essential
role of cit izens is as lay scientists u'ho seek tcr
clearll'. objectivell'. ard honestly assess thcmsclvcs,
their comnunities, and thcir societ)'. Moreover,
an essential rolc of scientists is to be engaced as
citizcns bringing their special klowledges and skills
to this enterprise.

It should be clear that civic scicncc cannot be
sinply a dcvicc through which cit izens are en
rollcd as helpers in a scientif ic process. As the
Montana Study examples so clearly show, self
governance rests upol civic processes of inquiry
as well as action. ln other worcls. civrc scrence ts
not simply cit izens doing the procedures of sci-
enc< u  i th  thc  hc lp  o f  re icn t i : t ' .  Rr t l re r .  c i r  i c  rc i .
ence involves scientists as citizens and citizens
as lay scientists in a process in which knowl-
edge production is integrated rvith and thcrcfore
caDnot be separated lionl thc cnlightenment lunc-
tion of sclf discovely ancl the moral etlects of
polit ical deliberation and choice. In doing civic
science neither Lraditionally scientit ic or tradition-
i  r l l )  j i \  i r  \ rJ \ .u l  c re i l l i r )F  kno\ \  ledee a lc  p r i \  i -
leged. Rather, these t$'o knowledge systcms and
rvays ofthinking aboul lhc world interrogate each
other in a process that leads b integr-ation and
morc robust and rneaningful knowledge.

ln the casc offorests. u,ildlif'e. water, and other
nutur i r l  re ruuree. .  c i l i zcn .  can  be  r  i tu l  p ln  i c ip r r r r t '
in the investigation of qucstions regarding habi-
tat requirements. history of land use. pattems of
water flo$. and so fbfth. This knowledge of cx-
perience is olten missing fron the work of rc-
search scieDtists. even whcn they seek to recon-
struct the historical patterns of landscape processes.
For exlmplc. when scientists were seeking to
establish thc historical levels of large u oody de
bris in the creeks and strcams ofthe Pacitlc Nonh-
$'est, they extrapolated fronr thc quantit ies ob-
served in areas unlogged or otherrvise seemingll,
un l f i cc teJ  h1  . r t r l . t i re  mun i rpenten t  p r lc t iec ' .
At one meeling out in the rvoods with v;Lrious
locrl peoplc. a veteran $,oods worker. Iistening
to the scientists cfti)fts to reconstruct these ear

lier conditions. burst out laughing as he recalled
the ellbfts during Wolld War ll to provide cedar
for the battcries porvering the engines in plarrcs,
vehicles. and ships. He talked of running large
bulldozcrs up nearlv every drainage across the
region and pull ing out all ofthe fallen cedar trees!
The scieDtists were lnrazecl and quickly revised
their assunptions regardin-q "natural 'amoults of
down trees aloDg streans and in riparran areas rl
thc Pacific N01h$'est.

Civic Science ls Part ot the Life of a
Community

Such exanples i l lustrate that scicnce can be in-
proved if i t is a part of the civic l i fc of a society.
lmaginc what nright have happened if the scien-
tists had begun their work in the comrnunities and
had worked from jointly conccived problerns!
Civic science locates the work ofscience within
the community and makes it a part ofthe regu-
lar and necessary life of the community, In the
exarnple above. the policy qucstions could move
tiom simply narowly defined biological prob-
lens, toward more broadly conceived problenrs
located in history. past practice, and the dilen
mas of past choices for today's problems. When
problems arc conceived in broad social contcxt,
the past caDnot be so casily separated liom the
present. Thus. the qucstion is not simply "what

should be done about strcams which are loosing
their capacity to suppofi healthy populations of
l ish'l" but might also include "what social and
political choices havc lcd to this problem and why
L l i . l  the)  l "  B1  u .k i r rg  the .e  k ind '  o f  que: t i , ' n . .
cit izens and scientists can address not only what
to do about an irnmediate problem, but can also
begin to develop idcas about how to address larger
lo lce .  r r  h ich  r f lee t  th r : i r  l i r  e :  in  n rure  per ras i re
wllys.

In civic science, cit izens and scientists can
learn from cach other and help to mutually de-
fire problems. devclop approaches to dealing with
then, and hopefully learn something about them-
selves. each other. and thcir social and natural
worlds. In a modern democratic society. citizens
arc nccessary participants in science. not nterely
the  sub iec t :  r - r i  . c icn t i t ie  : tuJ1  or thepr . . i re rc -
cipients of sciertif ic solutions. Active cit izenship
requires thatcitizens be engaged in creating knowl-
edge, including scicntif ic knowledge. in order to
better imagine possible solutions and put them 1o
work.

6tJ Shannon



' lhel  
had crpcr ienced $e thr i l l  of  \eei .s acl jon grc$ i iom

rheir rsfifrtionr. Il) thc dcnocratic proces\ of people !litlr
co l l icr lng opir ion\  s i t t ims do\ i ' .n rosethcr lo \ rud,-  l i le  i r  therf
, \ '  |  . . , n  I n  r i . \  , '  . .  ' - J  h ( . , , | L (  I ' i  e r  \  I i f i . r , 1  r . , - .
Iolcranl. m()lrj underst|nding. The! had l!'ar.cd ho$ to liee
theln\el\ es fn]Ill emotional prciudices thrt gro\\' fiolll politi
cal  coi l ro!crsy.  (Postdr  1950: l0 l ) .

The participation of scientists and cit izens in
a civic scicnce process is an attenpt 10 rcmove
thc constraints and tunnel vision that the speciaJ-
ization olroles produces. When scicnce is no longer
thc cxclusive domain of certif ied specialists, it
h f ! in \  1 , ,  l r k r  ac(oun l  L l f  th (  \ \  i Jc r  . '  n le \ t  in
which jt l ives. In this rvay it can becone more
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accurate in the advancement ofknowledge as the
conrmitment of science. and nrore meaningful 1o
the  im l r , ' rement  o l  5oc ie l )  r :  the  c , 'n tmi t rnen l
ol modcrn democracy. It is also fun firr all in
volved.

Thc Clorfad Study Gm p had gcncftted such enthusiasln for
connnuni tv analysi \  rh. l t  rher decided to cont jnuc rs r  publ ic
forum. C)ur countr i  is  in a dxngerous s l . l re.  s . r id N{f .
Christopher, di\trict ma.agerfor thc las utilitv. becauseou
destin) is too olien go\cmcd b) pre\sure gfoups. A grcup
like ou|s i\ r bulrark against that d.Lnger."

And besides that .  i r  hadbccn 1un.
"\\'e couldn telen bcar to rccess fbrthe Chfisrmas holidr--\.''
s . r id Clafa Withcc (Poston I950: l0 l ) .
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