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Thanks to BSIA and to the School of Public Health and Health Systems at the University 
of Waterloo for helping to make this event possible. 
 
This workshop is made possible not just by monetary and facility support, but also by the 
attention and energy of my colleagues, including Susan Elliott, who cannot be with us 
here today, Lucie Edwards, Craig Janes, Kitty Corbett, Luna Khirfan, and Jennifer Liu 
who all participated in planning meetings early on and helped bring the event together.  
This event could not have happened without the assistance of Andrea Rishworth and 
Elijah Bisung (who were central in organizing the student poster competition, which you 
should peruse and enjoy during the coffee breaks today) and of Lesley Johnston who has 
kept me on track during the summer months.  Thanks so much to the three of you for 
making such a great team.  Finally thanks to Joanne Weston (one floor up) of BSIA who 
provided unfailing support. 
 
I am thrilled that the group assembled here today is so thoroughly interdisciplinary.  
Among our speakers, we have geographers, sociologists, physicists, anthropologists, 
engineers, economists, epidemiologists, STS scholars, political scientists, and even 
philosophers. And then there are all of you in the audience, who will be contributing 
much to the discussion. I could not be happier. 
 
What I hope from this excellent mix in the next two days is that we can both demonstrate 
the potential for-- and help address some of the challenges and issues with-- making 
science a more potent force for good in the developing world.   
 
First, let me tell you why I, as a philosopher of science, am interested in the cultural and 
practical complexities of doing science in the diverse contexts of the developing world, 
how I got to thinking about this issue, and then where the challenges lay as I see them.  
 
As a philosopher of science interested in science policy, most of my work has focused on 
the proper role for values in scientific practice and scientific inference, including in 
directing research efforts.  Increasingly, my work has included a focus on the role of 
institutions and cultures in shaping and directing scientific efforts, as these can be just as 
potent, and can embody different values, which then shape which science gets done and 
how it gets used. 
 
The importance of culture for science policy was made manifest in the workshop I hosted 
here in May 2014, which compared science policy interfaces between the U.S., the U.K., 
and Canada.  Despite their relative closeness in historical background, (partially) shared 
language, and shared commitments to science, the tenor and feel of science policy 
institutions, from science advising, science funding, the role of the public, and even 



patent policy, varied substantially among the three cultural contexts.  That was made 
palpably clear. 
 
Later that summer, trips to other countries deepened these lessons, adding complexities of 
inequity and of global-local coordination.  The importance of social and ethical 
frameworks for directing scientific research, even framing what is seen as legitimate 
scientific effort, and the challenges that can arise in the developing world first became 
apparent to me when I was invited to Costa Rica both to speak to the National Academy 
of Science in Costa Rica and to take part in a symposium on the management of science 
at the University of Costa Rica.   
 
At the National Academy, I learned about some of the challenges and issues of science 
policy in Costa Rica and the efforts to develop new strains of crops that could grow well 
in the various micro climates Costa Rica has. 
 
At the symposium on science management, science policy issues showed even more 
clearly.  In particular, it seemed we talked more about science generally, and in doing so, 
failed to talk about science in Costa Rica. For example, Dr. Sandra Cauffman, a 
remarkable Costa Rican scientist who now works for NASA, spoke about managing 
massive projects like the MAVEN Mars orbiter. MAVEN orbits Mars and takes 
measurements of its atmosphere.  It was launched in Nov. 2013, and cost about $670 
million—which is several times the entire annual expenditure on R&D in Costa Rica 
across all research sectors. The lessons Dr. Cauffman was bringing to Costa Rica in her 
talk, “Management of Large Complex Projects,” had little to do with doing science in and 
for Costa Rica.  It was not clear what Costa Rican scientists, who do not have access to 
the kinds of resources NASA has, could learn from her experiences.  In some sense, the 
subtext of her talk was:  don’t try this at home—leave it to the big guns. 
 
What was clear from the Costa Rican trip was that thinking about science as just a 
general and uniform international effort was not going to be adequate.  
 
This sense was reinforced when in August, I attended the Science Advice to 
Governments Conference in New Zealand.  There I noticed that there was a great deal of 
attention both to the international efforts of scientific work and to the local contexts that 
needed to be addressed to get science advice in front of place-specific, often 
democratically elected, decision-makers.  But what was neglected was how to shape the 
scientific research efforts so that they were relevant to, or on target with, the needs of 
particular locations.  Most presumed (it seemed) that science done in one country could 
be easily generalized to or travel to another country (with a different culture and context) 
and that the challenge for advisors was just to make sure that the science got in front of 
decision-makers.  Generating the right science seemed an afterthought. 
 
So how do we try to generate the right science, the science that addresses the problems 
people actually have or the decision contexts people actually face?   
 



Part of the answer has to be “being there.”  Many scientists (including many in this room) 
come from and/or work in developing world contexts.  Historically, this has not always  
gone well for those in the developing world, who, for example, have been used for 
medical research without acceptable informed consent procedures or whose natural 
resources and artifacts have been absconded back to colonial powers.  Today, we are 
more aware of the evils of colonialism and are better (I hope) at avoiding such overt 
tragedies.   
 
But even with these cautionary tales and excellent good will, it can be difficult to assess 
what is needed in contexts that are not home, to make sure research efforts benefit the 
already difficult development contexts, and to see how to work with the cultures and 
institutions in new places. Part of the workshop will address how to make collaborations 
across cultures work, knowing that no one quite lives in a fully international space.  We 
all belong some place (or two or three...but not everywhere).   
 
Indeed, even though science attempts to be a fully global institution, with journals 
published on line and results that travel across boundaries, issues arise as we cross 
borders. These are not just issues of language but also of relevance and applicability.  
Does what works in one context work in another? Adding a lucky iron fish to the cookpot 
reduces anemia in Cambodia. Will it work in Bangladesh, or Yemen? Or does the 
changing infrastructure or cultural tendencies preclude some solutions while calling for 
other ones? 
 
And many of the problems we face today, in a world that seems to get smaller every year, 
appear global in nature.  This creates a remarkable coordination problem.  How can 
scientific research efforts, generated locally and addressing local issues, be brought 
together or coordinated to address global problems, such as climate change and infectious 
diseases?  Standardizing instrumentation or database entries can be part of the solution, 
but such solutions often pull against locally based efforts. In the end, we must ask, is the 
effort of coordination, e.g., of creating standardized database management, worth it?  
Does the standardization ellipse out the local information that actually makes the science 
useful?  And whose use are we talking about? 
 
These issues make the question of how to enhance research capacity – not just to 
participate in the big international game of science, but also to make things better for 
humanity—particularly pressing and interesting.  What are the textures of the challenges 
scientists face when trying to do research?  How can we do better to ensure that research 
serves the public good-- both locally and globally?  And how can we do this to ensure 
that research benefits the impoverished-- those at the bottom of the wealth hierarchy and 
thus particularly vulnerable to the downsides of scientific advances focused on the 
already wealthy? 
 
Thinking globally and acting locally just does not seem sufficient anymore—we need to 
think locally, think globally, and then act across multiple locations.  
 



As a philosopher, I am interested in whether there are general lessons to be learned in 
comparing different research efforts across parts of the world.  This will be part of the 
discussion tomorrow afternoon along with deliberations about what we should, from each 
of our locations, do next. 
 
Now, all these discussions take place with an awareness of the artificiality of “science in 
the developing world,” because there is also the declining relevance of a clear 
developed/developing world split, as the old dichotomy (happily) breaks down.  Indeed, 
perhaps one outcome of this workshop will be to undermine the very conceptual basis 
presumed in its title! 
 
But the spirit of paying attention to context, and to what works (and what doesn’t) when 
crossing borders and cultures, transcends such dichotomies.  That is what we are after 
here in this workshop, to craft the agendas and to find the levers that can make the most 
of science for the public good. 
 


