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REPORT ON SEE/3RD WAVE ASPECTS OF 4S TOKYO, 2010
This is HMC’s personal report, unchecked or verified by anyone else

This was a big meeting taking place in a Sauna-like Toko in late August.  I was graciously hosted by Miwao Matsumoto’s group based on the Hongo campus of the University of Tokyo though the main meeting took place at the Komaba campus.  This report concentrates solely on what is relevant for the SEETALK list.

My first business was a day long workshop on the Hongo campus on the Monday prior to 4S.  Papers were presented by myself and Brian Wynne with discussants.  I presented an overall sketch of the Third Wave concentrating on its political aspects drawn from a recent paper  (Collins, Harry, Weinel, Martin and Evans, Robert, 2010. `The Politics and Policy of the Third Wave: New Technologies and Society’ Critical Policy Studies, 4, 2, 185-201).  The powerpoint slides for this talk can be found on the expertise website under the `Events and Developments’ heading.  Brian presented a more detailed analysis of his Post-Chernobyl work on the Cumbrian fells.  I felt the 3rd Wave material went down very well and the discussion also went well with a great deal of interest in 3rd Wave.  

Brian’s talk was extremely well put together but I felt that it was so well done that it actually detracted from his argument.  Thus, he showed that there were two soil types in the area to the East of Sellafield.  On the low ground immediately to the East radioactive fallout was speedily absorbed into the clay soils and soon disappeared from the biological cycle associated with sheep eating grass.  On the higher fells, a little further to the East, the materials were not absorbed into the peaty soils and this meant that they remained present in the grass and were continually recycled to the point where the body burden of the sheep was higher than the acceptable level.  Brian pointed out that, due to the geographical location and prevailing Westerly winds, Sellafield could have been a major contributor to the radiation burden.  The obvious question concerned radiation levels of the high peaks before and after Chernobyl.  But Brian said these were not available – the only data provided by Sellafield was for the clay soil area.  This leaves open the possibility that the sheep were being dangerously irradiated before Chernobyl and it seems obvious that data ought to be available to see whether this was so.  In sum, it seems that something `fishy’ might have been taking place.  But this is so obvious that it detracts from Brian’s argument that one needs the sheep farmer perspective to make it possible to ask the question, one only needs someone willing to ask the question from the grassland ecology point of view. 

The same goes for another of his arguments: he pointed to an early (1963) paper that compared the radiation hazard of different soil types and showed that clay and peat were similar in terms of the measurements made.  But the measurements concerned the level of radiation a meter above the ground, where a walker’s reproductive organs might pass.  Brian pointed out that this measurement in no way bore on the sheep’s ingestion of grass cycle where the there was a marked difference.  But, again, this was so clear that it hardly seems to require sheep farmers to point it out – indeed it seems like something that sheep farmers would not have been able to point out since they would not have known that peaty soils react differently to clay soils in respect of radiation absorbtion.

In later discussion Rob Evans suggested to me that Brian correctly points out the difference in radiation hazard in respect of sheep biology and other kinds of measure but incorrectly infers from this that a sheep farmer’s perspective is needed to bring it out.  This seems right.  The role of the sheep farmers has, if anything, been further obscured by this more careful analysis of the Sellafield/Chernobyl events.

The 4S session proper, on the Thursday, was very rushed with only 18 minutes allowed to each of four speakers – myself, Brian, Steve Epstein and Miwao Matsumoto – Frank Fischer being unable to attend.  The slides from my talk can, again, be found in the `Events and Developments’ section of the website (there is some repetition with the other talk).  Incidentally, if anyone wants to use any of these slides for explaining 3rd Wave, feel free to do so.
The room in which the session was held was quite a big one but, even though this was a parallel session, it was impossible for everyone who wanted to hear the discussion to squeeze in and there were many sitting on the floor.  This is gratifying.  My presentation went reasonably well but one or two people told me they thought Brian’s talk, which essentially advocated sticking to traditional Wave Two ideas and questions, was received more sympathetically and would have ‘won on points’ had it been a competition.  I suspect this is correct as Brian once more stressed the importance of framing and the ways in which many policy decisions use science to marginalise critics, with the reasonableness of fears of parents of children faced with vaccination decisions such as that over MMR being one of several examples.  These points are unanswerable and clearly appeal to the anti authoritarian leanings of the majority within STS.  This makes the rhetorical battle very difficult to win as the pressing social concerns of the day often relate to the problem of legitimacy rather than the problem of extension (as we actually said in 2002!).  SEE is concerned with question of giving special weight to the opinions of those who `know what they are talking about’ and it seems clear that they cannot be identified without agreeing with what the proper framing is.  Thus we continue to stress that SEE agrees with most of what Brian (and many before him), have argued about framing, though we may disagree about some of the details, but the framing problem continues to be presented as being something that SEE opposes.  It is also the case that the MMR problem has been shown not to be a matter of parents’ rational choices (SSK has long shown that rationality is more-or-less universal), but to do with scarcity, the free-rider problem, and so forth (see especially Dr Golem) and that is why the fact that there was no scientific evidence supporting the anti-MMR view is important.  Of course, there is the ever-present possibility that a vaccine will be dangerous to a particular child so it is rational for all parents to be free-riders but from this no policy follows.  In this argument, then, nothing seems to move forward.  These repetitive `critiques’ of SEE do not solve any policy problems and I felt the real issues were not being faced up to, and debate was not being advanced, even though the sympathy of the audience had been correctly identified.  
Steve Epstein’s talk was very sharp and focussed and, while he agreed that the technical analysis of SEE was very valuable, and that the whole programme was asking vital questions, he could not accept that technical and political phases could be separated.  Steve’s final flourish was to show a group of AIDS treatment protestors, arguing that without that degree of political commitment their scientific critique would never have been heard and that was why the political and the technical could not be separated.  It seemed to me that this was a point that did need answering and that I did not have an immediate answer.  Nevertheless I felt pleased that, in having to find an answer, the debate would move us on (and see below).  

Steve also stressed the political progress that had been made by boundary transgressions and contrasted SEE’s attempts to build new boundaries and classifications.  This seems to me a correct characterisation but one cannot do new science without new classifications and, as we agreed in later discussion, the boundary transgression argument has to be made for specific cases not as a broad brush critique of any attempt to develop new boundaries; the broad brush critique simply puts an end to scientific inquiry.
Miwao Matsumoto presented his two stage classification of policy-making – the first stage having to do with technical issues and the second stage having to do with the much wider political issues that determine whether a policy will be taken up or not.  He illustrated the point with examples from the nuclear industry.  My own feeling about this is that there must already be an extensive literature on Stage 2 processes in respect of say, economic policy; there is a big discussion in respect of the way economic policy-making and politics interact.  On the other hand, I thought Miwao’s discussion brought to the fore a question that has not been asked before in such a clear way – that is the very meaning of participation.  As he argues, it is taken for granted that the more participation the more democracy but this is not necessarily true.  The articulation between democracy and participation needs much more careful examination.

In a later discussion with Steve before the banquet, we revisited his political critique and Rob Evans seemed to find the key.  Rob pointed out that Steve’s picture of the protestors certainly hit on a truth but the same truth was to be found in the heartlands of the hardest sciences because, as SSK has shown, one cannot settle a serious scientific dispute without `political’ actions.  The AIDS protestors had to be more obtrusive because they had to make themselves salient to an initially resistant medical profession (and, as Adam Hedgecoe pointed out in a later KES seminar, amateurs contradicting scientists is always more striking that scientists contradicting scientists), but what Steve was pointing out was, in epistemological terms, continuous with what we already knew about the relationship between science and `politics’.  Since SEE had begun from this point it had, in a sense, already been taken into account.  I think I can see Steve’s next move – he is, perhaps, going to say that SEE claims there should be no extrinsic politics but one could not be much more extrinsic than the AIDS protestors.  Well, at least we’re moving things along and I think our next move if Steve did say that would be to separate the politics of making yourself salient from the actual justification of ideas in the technical phase; the protestors may have had to be explicitly political to make themselves heard but if, once they were heard, they were to say `you must accept our technical analysis because we are politically powerful’ it would actually have weakened not strengthened their technical case.
On the Friday Rob and Mike Gorman were involved in a session drawing out more of the implications of the SEE approach with Rob concentrating on Imitation Games and Mike on the new 3-dimensional diagrammatic convention.  These talks were coherent and interesting but the audience was not large and the session was much more typical of a large conference like 4S.  
The food in Tokyo was wonderful and I attended about four splendid dinners and had lots of other delicious meals and snacks.  It still strikes me as strange and wonderful that in such an important capital of a country that supplies so many of our cars and electronics, you still can’t explain to a taxi driver where you want to go unless you have come prepared with instructions in Japanese or a map with a Japanese legend.  And Rob and company were kicked out of a taxi at one point because they weren’t thus equipped.  So there is still some hope that globalisation will not homogenise everything.




