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Keynote Address to Workshop on Sustainability Impact Assessment of Trade 

Agreements and New Approaches to Governance, 28 March, 2003, Peter M. Haas 

 

When Does Power Listen to Truth? 

 

Thank you very much for inviting me.  I apologize for having to present this in proxy for 

Professor Haas, and I wish to extend my strongest appreciation to the organizers for 

allowing me to present in his stead.  But, for those who believe in reflexive learning and 

intersubjective understanding, please email Professor Haas and tell him what you heard 

and he will respond with what he intended1.     

 The topic of this talk is when does Power Listen to Truth.  While Speaking Truth 

to Power has long been a major theme in political science and policy studies2 

commentators are increasingly skeptical about whether modelers and scientists are 

capable of developing truth, and whether power ever listens to them anyhow. Indeed, at 

the international level IR scholars tend to be surprised by the occasions when it does. My 

talk will take advantage of the political science literature, and my own research, on the 

related question of when does power listen to science?   

 Sustainable Development is now one of the major mantras invoked in the area of 

international environmental governance. [Sustainable Development was popularized in 

the seminal1987 World Commission on Environment and Development report Our 

Common Future.  The report served as the justificatory document for the 1992 World 

Conference on Environment and Development, and put forward a new doctrinal approach 

to economic development that “meets the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs. Sustainable development requires a 

reorientation of collective understanding and of formal institutions to focus on the key 

intersecting and interacting elements of complex problems.  Technically, efforts to cope 

with environmental threats must be comprehensive if they are to address the complex 

array of casual factors associated with them.  Yet comprehensiveness is difficult to 

                                                 
1 Note of the editor: Peter Haas couldn’t come to the conference because of family reasons. On behalf of 
the organizers of the SIA conference we would like to thank Peter Haas who nevertheless wanted to 
contribute through this conference text and his colleague Zuhre Aksoy for presenting the text on his behalf. 
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achieve, because few governments or international institutions are organized to cope with 

the multiple dimensions of environmental problems, and many states lack the technical 

resources to develop and apply such efforts. 

Sustainable Development urges a simultaneous assault on pollution, economic 

development, unequal distribution of economic resources, and poverty reduction. It 

argues that most social ills are nondecomposable, and that environmental degradation 

cannot be addressed without confronting the human activities that give rise to it. Thus 

Sustainable development dramatically expanded the international agenda by arguing that 

these issues needed to be simultaneously addressed, and that policies should seek to focus 

on the interactive effects between them. 

This new policy doctrine – or consensual wisdom within the international 

community of environmental policy analysts (and at times advocates) - rests on two key 

foundations.  One is that procedurally policy should be participatory and transparent:  in 

part to include new perspectives in the knowledge base brought to bear on understanding 

a particular problem, as well as to promote buy-in and the inclusion of stake holders in 

the subsequent application of these policies, and thus to improve the prospects for more 

effective enforcement and compliance.  

 The second foundation is substantive: and involves more compreensive and 

systematic approaches to planning and policy formulation, often through the technique of 

sustainability impact assessment.] 

Science for SD 

 While SD has been percolating in the various laboratories of environmental 

analysts for nearly 20 years, there remain few, if any, clearly observable occasions in 

which there has been effective technology transfer from the laboratory to the government 

agency or international regime. Even when scientists think they have developed truths for 

power, power appears disinterested at best, and possibly even uninterested. 

 This is because science is seldom directly converted to policy. The path from truth 

to power is circuitous route at best. Let me cluster the reasons for this under a set of 

convenient categories: 

                                                                                                                                                 
2 The title Speaking Truth to Power comes from Aaron Wildavsky’s classic book, but I’m sure the term has 
been around much longer.  Machiavelli raised similar issues. 
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1. Science isn’t wisdom (or true). Science studies scholars dismiss the prospects 

of objective knowledge about the world, and stress the political dimensions to 

science and science policy. 

2. Science is politically tainted and suspect. Organized modern science embodies 

implicit values of control, so that decisions made with scientific warrants may 

unconsciously reflect such hidden values.  In addition the distributional 

consequences of science based advice are themselves political. 3 Science is 

political in its consequences, because some benefit and others suffer as a 

consequence of policy options that are supported by the application of 

scientific understanding.  To the extent that those affected by the use of 

science in formulating policy are not consulted in its development and 

application, the use of science is potentially regarded by those affected as an 

illegitimate and exploitative set of discursive practices. 

3. Power doesn’t care about truth anyhow. Politicians don’t want science, they 

want a justification for pre-existing political programs which are driven 

principally by political anticipations of gain. 

Before discussing these reasons in greater detail, let me first dismiss the standard 

rationalist account that major problems create the incentives for their resolution, and thus 

modern bureaucracies develop effective responses almost automatically.  I reject this 

proposition for 2 reasons.   

One is that, particularly for Sustainable Development, the material incentives and 

the nature of the presumptive useful information are not in synch. Few organizations, if 

any, have the available mission and resources to be able to address the full integrative 

range of issues encompassed by Sustainable Development. 

The second reason can be addressed by way of the historical analogy of scurvy. 

That is, we shouldn’t assume that all organizations are rational and will automatically 

recognize and adopt what prove to be the appropriate policy responses with the virtue of 

hind sight.  Arguably scurvy was the single most important limiting factor to the 

expansion of trade and geopolitical influence in the 15th and 16th centuries.  Trade and 

exploration was significantly hampered because the mortality rate of sailors on long 

                                                 
3 Jasanoff 1995, Miller and Edwards eds 2001 
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distance expeditions was often in excess of 90%.  Expeditions would return with far 

fewer ships not because of storms but because too many crew members would die off to 

be able to serve the entire fleet which had left.  And yet in the early 1600s scurvy was 

solved by Captain James Lancaster – bringing citrus trees along on ships- and the 

solution was forgotten for nearly 150 years, until Captain Cook rediscovered it in the 

1760s!4  So much for rational societies responding effectively to important issues.  So we 

should not expect a fully formed Sustainable Development science to be developed and 

applied in response to the presumptive need for such a view. 

[There is a well developed literature that lays out a variety of arguments for the 

limitations of science for policy because many policy makers do not view it as essential 

for policy making or discredit science’s impartiality.  Ironically, those who do accept 

science’s claims to impartiality may be particularly suspicious because science may 

undermine their political agendas. 

Scientific consensus is often suspect because the scientists themselves are part of 

a broader cultural discourse, and thus lack autonomy or independent stature:  in part 

scientific findings may reflect the bias of sponsors, but more deeply they may reflect the 

broader culture of the society from which they emerge and about which they may not be 

fully conscious.. This is an increasingly common theme in the public discussions of 

science use in the US and in Europe, and leads public officials to become disillusioned 

with the technical and political utility of relying on science. 5 

Science has become extremely politicized. The use of science is mediated and 

thus possibly distorted by the political goals of potential users. Truth claims are 

politically suspect because of funding bias or participation exclusion. Science isn’t pure 

in the area of Sustainable Development because scientists’ contributions exceed their 

technical skills. In 1972 Alvin Weinberg observed that scientists were often asked to 

provide advice that exceeded their formal disciplinary training.6  

Science may not be sufficiently simple for the needs of policy makers.  Harry 

Truman is supposed to have complained about his economist advisers who would say on 

the one hand and on the other hand.  Truman said just give me a one handed economist. 

                                                 
4 Giles Milton 1999 Nathaniel’s Nutmeg New York:  Farrar, Straus and Giroux  
5 Dryzek, Schwartz & Thompson.  
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Science may provide advice that is out of synch with the political plans of 

decision makers or parliaments, and thus be dismissed.  While in principle 

parliamentarians seek to pursue the goals which they think that the constituency that 

elected them wants.  Thus they will selectively cull advice to find material that will either 

help them identify what their constituency wants, if there is a dominant constituency on 

and issue that could potentially unseat them if displeased, and how to achieve what the 

constituency already wants.  Similarly executive branch bodies solicit knowledge.  But 

they are guided by a quest for information that will either help pursue the traditional 

foreign policy goals of advancing material wealth and power, or the goals which will 

satisfy their parliamentary oversight committees.  Either way the information heard by 

power is not the same as the truths that scientists think that they are delivering.] 

I take a late modern view of truth – the domain of science and its ability to confer 

truth is bounded, but we can talk of better and worse science.  In the context of this 

discussion we can speak of usable knowledge.  Several different schools of though exist 

about usable knowledge, although the core insights are quite similar and complementary. 

Current research from comparative politics, international relations, policy studies, 

and democratic theory suggests that science remains influential if its expertise and claims 

are developed behind a politically insulated wall. 7  Doctors, scientists and engineers 

remain the most esteemed professions in Europe, and thus command the greatest social 

legitimacy and deference when providing policy advice. 8 

I call the relevant body of scientific knowledge “usable knowledge.” 9 Usable 

knowledge is accurate information that is of use to politicians and policy makers. It must 

be accurate and politically tractable for its users. It frequently exceeds the mastery of any 

individual disciplinary approach. 

[Clark & Majone offer four criteria of usable knowledge: its adequacy, value, 

legitimacy, and effectiveness.  Adequacy relates to including all the relevant knowledge 

or facts germane to the matter at hand.  Value has to do with contributing to further 

understanding and meaningful policy.  Legitimacy relates to its acceptance by others 

                                                                                                                                                 
6 Weinberg 1972 
7 . Botcheva 2001; Andresen et al 2000, Social Learning Group 2001 
8 Kass 2001/2002 
9  see Clark 1990 for an earlier, and slightly different usage. 
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outside the community that developed it.  Effectiveness relates to its ability to shape the 

agenda or advance the state of the debate, and, ultimately, improve the quality of the 

environment.10   

The CICERO group in Oslo applies 3 requirements for a solution design model to 

be considered adequate:11  

• It must be capable of mobilizing sufficient political support to produce 

agreement 

• It must be capable of generating solutions tat can be implemented 

• It must e capable of generating solutions tat are instrumental towards 

solving the problems for which they were designed.] 

 

In short usable knowledge, even, or particularly when it is expressed in the 

form of a model, must be seen as accurate, accessible, and contribute to the 

achievement of collective goals.  It must represent consensus, and be provided 

through a medium which is politically palatable.   

A new consensus is emerging amongst social scientists who study the use of 

science in international regimes.  They suggest that science must be developed 

authoritatively, and then delivered by responsible carriers to politicians.  The 

transmission belt of like minded scientists is called an “epistemic community”. 12  The 

more autonomous and independent science is from policy the greater  its potential 

influence. 13 Consensus in isolation builds value and integrity, and then its consequences 

should be discussed publicly. Measures of autonomy and integrity include the selection 

and funding of scientists by IOs rather than by governments, their recruitment by merit 

on important panels, and reliance on individuals whose reputation and authority rest on 

their role as active researchers rather than policy advocates or science administrators. 

Accuracy can be achieved via peer review, interdisciplinary research teams, and 

independence from sponsoring sources. 

                                                 
10 Social Learning 2001 Vol. 1 p 15; Clark & Majone 1985 
11 CICERO Working Paper 1999:9 “Making Climate Change Negotiable” p 8 
12  see Haas 2001a “Epistemic Communities and Policy Knowledge” in The Intenational Encyclopedia of 
the Social and Behavioral Sciences for a recent explication of the argument. 
13 Andresen et al 2000, Botcheva 2001, Haas 2001b 
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 Political legitimacy rests on a process of knowledge development and diffusion 

that is scrupulously free of political interference.  International institutions can help foster 

and disseminate information, and sanitize it so that it is not seen as compromised by 

potential users who may fear that the information is controlled by one country.  

 

Usable knowledge is developed by international and transnational networks 

of scientists.  It is heeded, to the extent that it is, after widely publicized shocks or 

crises.  While usable knowledge contributes to broader patterns of social learning, 

the delivery of knowledge and its application are often by different communities.  I 

am not talking of reflective learning by decision makers.  Rather, I am talking about 

the recognition by decision makers of the limits of their abilities to master new 

issues and the need to defer or delegate to authoritative actors with a reputation for 

expertise.  In the aggregate social learning and human betterment emerges when the 

experts have been able to develop usable knowledge, and the decision makers feel 

compelled to apply it. 14  

Let me now discuss the properties of collective action based on usable 

knowledge, and then conclude with some lessons about how to generate and 

mobilize usable knowledge. 

Over the last 30 years there has been an a massive surge in the adoption of 

international treaties and regimes to address many aspects of transboundary and global 

environmental threats. 

When regimes are negotiated with the involvement of epistemic communities and 

strong international institutions they develop through a process of “social learning.”  

Negotiations occur within a scientific discourse, in which political debate and 

compromise reflect expert consensus on the behavior of ecosystems and their ability to 

sustain stress. The substance of regimes reflects scientific consensus about the most 

important environmental threats, and negotiated standards reflect consensus about the 

degree of environmental stress the target environment can sustain.  Social learning 

generates treaties with differentiated national obligations and substantive commitments, 

                                                 
14 For more on the philosophy of social science underlying these statements see Peter M. Haas and Ernst B. 
Haas 2003 “Pragmatic Constructivism and the Study of International Institutions” Millennium Vol 31 No 3. 
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based on expert consensus on causes and environmental effects.  For instance, the 1980 

Land-Based Sources Protocol for the Mediterranean requires more stringent emission 

controls on the industrialized countries than on the developing countries, is because the 

magnitude of degradation of the northern coast of the Mediterranean was much more 

severe than it was on the southern coast.  

Other regimes developed through social learning include the stratospheric ozone 

protection regime, the 1979 Geneva Convention on Long-Range Transboundary Air 

Pollution (LRTAP), and subsequent treaties addressing European acid rain, and pollution 

control efforts for the Mediterranean, Persian Gulf, South Pacific, and South East Pacific.  

[Maurice Strong, Secretary General of UNCHE and UNCED and UNEP’s first 

executive director, helped design the outlines of this process of social learning.  Strong 

believed that “the policy is the process”: that is by generating an open political process in 

which states are exposed to consensual science, government officials may be persuaded 

to adopt more sustainable policies, and individual scientists may gain heightened political 

profiles at home which may ultimately increase their effectiveness as well.  Most social 

learning treaties have standing environmental monitoring and research committees, to 

provide timely warnings of new problems, monitor achievements of regime goals, and 

educate politicians and policy-makers on environmental issues.] 

However, social learning takes time.  Comprehensive treaties are slower to 

negotiate than are others, because they require persuasion and consensus rather than mere 

compromise.  From a policy perspective, though, comprehensive regimes are likely to be 

superior in their ability to protect the environment in a cost-effective and politically 

acceptable manner. Moreover, treaties developed with help from the scientific 

community typically enter into force more rapidly than without it, presumably because of 

the weight that involvement of scientists carries in the ratification process. 

Substantively they are more comprehensive, and attuned to the emergent 

Sustainable Development doctrine’s sensibility and injunctions.  Regimes that were built 

with usable knowledge appear to be more effective at inducing states to achieve their 

intended goals of improving environmental quality.  For instance Stratospheric ozone, 
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and European acid rain efforts are widely hailed as some of the more successful and 

effective international environmental governance efforts of the contemporary era. 15 

 Epistemic Communities often working conjunction with broader policy networks, 

functional bureaucrats, transnational scientific organizations, NGOs, and international 

civil servants.  A small number of international institutions have supported the 

development and transmission of usable knowledge.  UNEP has played a powerful role in 

environmental protection the last thirty years. With a staff less 200 professionals and a 

budget now on the order of $100 million a year, UNEP has led global environmental 

monitoring efforts, catalyzed environmental protection activities in other UN bodies, 

served as the environmental conscience of the UN system, and sponsored the conclusion 

of dozens of international environmental treaties.  The UN Economic Commission for 

Europe (UNECE) and the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA) 

helped develop and circulate usable knowledge for the effective management of 

European acid rain.   

 A major research question facing analysts of international institutions is to better 

understand the conditions under which international institutions are established by 

member countries that are able to operate with discretion and independently of the direct 

wishes of the member states.  Moreover, we are trying to understand the motivations for 

states to create international institutions that are able to exercise discretionary action 

independently of the wishes of the states that created them.   

Given our thirty year experience with addressing transboundary and global 

environmental threats, what lessons are available about developing and mobilizing usable 

knowledge for Sustainable Development?  Fifteen points come to mind. 

[post overhead slide] 

 

Lessons About Mobilizing Networks of Scientific Expertise for Sustainable 

Development 

 

1. Carefully survey the population of scientists to identify a core group sharing 

values and causal beliefs.  In the Mediterranean a UNEP consultant spent 9 

                                                 
15 see Miles/Underdal; Andresen et al; Haas 2001b and Haas 1999. 
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months visiting national laboratories to inventory national capabilities and to 

personally build the scientific network. 

2. Ensure that networks and international panels have interdisciplinary 

representation, including the social sciences.  Individuals should have high 

regard in their own disciplines as well as be able to talk to experts from other 

disciplines. 

3. Recruit carefully for national and regional institutions.  Base judgements on 

professional credentials and networking ability.  

4. Avoid relying on 1 national institution to provide research and training.  

5. Provide professional outlets for members through conferences and 

publications in refereed professional journals.  This also elevates the domestic 

profile individual scientists in the community of expertise who may then be 

recruited to fill positions in national administrations.  

6. Promote scientific discussions on topics that are likely to lead to consensus, 

i.e. ripe research topics. 

7. Avoid government designation of scientists to international meetings.  

Severely hinders the political impact of IPCC. 

8. Try to make use of joint international panels for environmental risk 

assessment rather than relying on national assessments. Avoid capture by 1 

scientific discipline or school of expert analysis.    

9. Assure the timely submission sin advance of meetings avoid single state 

sponsorship of collective research,  

10. Arrange for focused interactions between scientists and policy makers to 

discuss the technical substance of the issues.  In LRTAP the International 

Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA) arranged for 2-day sessions to 

familiarize policy makers with acid rain transfer and deposition models 

developed by scientists. 

11. Maintain momentum within the community by continuing to have projects 

and research opportunities so those members don’t drift away.  This avoids 

having to reconstitute the community each time a new problem emerges. 
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12. political impartiality is vital if technical information is to be used as the 

foundation for policy.  All scientists should be recruited based on merit. 

13. Funding for studies should come from multiple sources in order to avoid 

budgetary shocks if money is withheld from a principal funder.  Thus 

economically inefficient redundancy is politically warranted. 

14.  The timely submission of reports according to the legislative cycle in the 

major countries is also key.   

15. Models should be constructed so that effects are calculated at meaningful 

political scales – i.e. corresponding to significant political divisions that are 

relevant in developing policy applications.  For instance, at the international 

level this means that models should explicitly identify effects by country, and 

even, if possible, by domestic districts16.  So far climate change models have 

only yielded effects at a scale of resolution sufficient to demonstrate to 

countries able to vote in the General Assembly that they are likely to suffer, 

and thus they keep the issue on the international agenda   

 

Broader considerations of the proper institutional design of science policy entails  

timing: When consensus has been achieved before an issue reaches the agenda and policy 

discussions begun, then scientists can merely be introduced as experts, following the 

lessons above.  However, at times it is necessary to simultaneously develop scientific 

consensus and advance policy debates.  For such issues, such as was the case in the 

Mediterranean and Ozone regimes, the parallel development of science and policy must 

be kept insulated from ongoing policy debates, with the two streams united only when 

consensus has been achieved.  In other cases, where consensus remains elusive and 

policy debates have already attained their own momentum, as in climate change and 

biodiversity, it may be best if the two activities can be kept as separate as possible. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, let me try to end on an upbeat note.  It is widely recognized that the 

environment is of paramount concern in international relations, and that good science is 

necessary for improving environmental quality.  Indeed, the renowned Harvard Biologist 

                                                 
16 At least in countries without  Proportional Representation. 
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EO Wilson has proclaimed the 21st century to be the age of the environment. Al Gore 

asserted in 1995 the need for confident science on which to rest environmental policy. 

In this talk I have tried to outline the form and process by which organized 

science – usable knowledge- may be generated and applied to the management of 

transboundary and global environmental threats.  While it occurs only seldom, when it 

does it leads to distinctive and desirable outcomes.  I encourage you as scientists 

participating in the policy process to be aware of the effects of your work and to try to 

apply it constructively to the management of our pressing environmental threats. 

Thirty years of speaking truth to power has yielded some beneficial outcomes.  

Sometimes power listens.  .  Dramatic transformation occurred over the last 30 years in 

the understanding of the behavior of natural ecosystems and their impact on human life.  

Or, as is widely stated on American National Public Radio, the value of healthy 

ecosystems for human life.  There now exist far more extensive legal commitments on 

environmental protection than ever existed before, and most areas of human activity in 

most countries of the world are now regulated as a consequence, even with recent 

American backsliding.  Markets exist for green technologies that were never there before.  

These markets were created to respond to the demand created through political will on 

behalf of sustainable development.  This would never have happened without 

developments in scientific understanding, and concerted efforts to apply it to international 

regime creation through the actions of epistemic community member sand sympathetic 

international institutions. 


