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What is Science, Technology and Society?

In our days, the speed of technological and scientific developments 
outstrips that of Science & Innovation policy-making. Given that each of 
those developments implies substantive changes in conduct, habits, 
collective perceptions and preferences of all sorts, it is evident that their 
accumulation and interlocking introduces a powerful and sustained 
gradient of social change, which pervades all every domain of social, 
political and economic life.

In consequence, as these developments question, substitute or 
simply knock down the most basic foundations of society, policy-makers 
struggle to catch up, but their goals become almost unattainable if they 
are bound to elaborating recommendations or laws riding on the coattails
of the current production systems.

Meanwhile, in the debates about policies on research and innovation, 
it is commonplace to hint at the need of increasing the funds for 
development and research, but this need presents itself in such a 
unilateral fashion that, inasmuch as it gives up any consideration but the 
economic ones, it almost becomes a banal statement.

If policy-making wants to effectively transform society for good, it 
must change its paradigm. It is urgent to design holistically conceived 
policies that support key strategic positions before the unexpected and 
yet the unknown; these will hint not so much to the investment efforts, 
but rather to the optimization of the infrastructures, institutions and 
human resources already available.

These ideas are founded on something more than the mere need of 
providing society with capacities to react to periods of economic 
depression by creating feasible and alternative programs of development. 
Quite on the contrary, they actually aim at tackling some problems 
derived of the steady inflow of new knowledge to the world, and 
technologies to the market. For all of them will land in the streets, 
affecting individuals and families; thus, it is extremely important to discuss 
how that will happen.

A mode of distribution of these technological objects, and diffusion of 
knowledge objects, that might appear suggestive to us, would be one by 
which the “knowledge society” was brought closer to the citizen. In fact, 



an unquoted use of the expression ‘knowledge society’ would be 
unacceptable to us wherever insurmountable barriers continued to exist 
between the groups of experts, and the people who, on a daily basis, 
receive and use products from the work of the former.

Behind this conception, there is an obvious respect for, and 
consciousness of, the meaning of democratic values. But we also believe 
that programs of scientific and technological innovation should also wager 
the strengthening of academic and scientific institutions, an open and 
flexible orientation for them, and an improvement of relations between 
the knowledge industry and the production system, the private and the 
public, the micro and the macro.

To these effects, we have a fundamental tool, which is no other than 
the average citizen. Our production system is increasingly automatized, 
what manifests in a society harassed by unbearable levels of chronic 
unemployment. In such a society we have talent in excess, and we lack the 
means to accommodate it to the above suggested ends: more democracy, 
more entanglement of the world of knowledge, and more public 
consciousness about the fundamental problems associated with the use, 
consumption and improvement of advanced technologies.

However, at this point, the shortage of global perspectives, both in 
public discourse and in the actual solutions promoted by the various 
institutions, is overwhelming. Too often, the citizen is granted a merely 
token role. When discussing issues relative to the management of risks 
and catastrophes, they will simply have to assume the simplified messages 
broadcasted by the media, and comply with government regulations; of 
course, they are seduced to purchase every advertised product, no matter 
how insufficiently or poorly informed they are. That aside, their 
opportunities to participate in policy-making, public debates and the 
improvement of solutions are scarce, not to say non-existent.

But this distance between the citizen and the experts is, moreover, 
correlative to an equally pernicious divide between the experts 
themselves. And this problem is not limited the political sphere, but, if we 
still preserve something of the genuine meaning of politics, it also invades 
the spheres of consumption and labor. On the other hand, the University 
is fully devoted to the markets and their standards and evaluation 
systems, instead of focusing its efforts on the spread of knowledge. This 
diagnosis can be summarized as follows: we lack feedback elements in 
decisive spaces of public life and, if they are few, most of them have a very 
limited scope and efficacy, not to say they are inoperative or completely 
useless.



In accordance with this analysis, results produced by scholars and 
writers from the discipline Science, Technology and Society (STS) since the 
70s have insistently emphasized the need of consolidating, in all the public 
spheres, a discourse that encourages debate about the processes of 
learning and use of available technologies and knowledge, in hopes that 
these debates will, in turn, help improve the way our sciences and 
technologies are produced and distributed. This goal resolves into another 
which is logically previous: the need to implement more and better 
feedback (informative) mechanisms in different stages and spaces of the 
public sphere.

One of the foundations of this framework lies in the formation of 
professionals that circulate readily from philosophy to computer science, 
from sociology to economy, from ethics to ecology; experts capable of 
generating and spreading scientific research with a profound social 
orientation, and to pass this knowledge on to open and democratic 
processes of policy-making. In this framework, the role of the STS 
researcher is increasingly essential, either as a vulgarizer or as a consultor 
of technological projects and research programs. Her value becomes 
manifest in:

1. The social acquisition of a capacity for global assessments that do 
not deform the role of the local actor (scientist, engineer, user…)

2. An improvement of the social absorption of knowledge; the efforts 
to reduce, when not eradicate, every technological barrier.

3. The promotion of corporate and individual responsibility caused by 
the enhancement of interdisciplinary feedback and its expression 
in the policies and recommendations developed and enforced.

4. The construction and spread of a true scientific culture which is 
shared by as many citizens as possible.

As a research area, STS has so far been quite unknown in Spain, 
where the most representative figure in the discipline is, perhaps, the 
philosopher of science Javier Echeverría.


