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Preface

I met Prof. Li Daguang many years ago, through the International
Network on Public Communication of Science & Technology. He was among
the first Chinese scholars of science communication who I met, and from him
I learned much about the history of science communication in China. The field
is a relatively new one everywhere in the world, and so all of us wanted to
share information, to learn more about the shape of science communication in
different national and cultural contexts.

Thus I am delighted that Prof. Li has now collected the knowledge we all
shared into a comprehensive history of science communication. This is one of
the first full-length histories of science communication, and it is particularly
important because it brings a Chinese perspective to what has been a field
largely explored by historians in the United States and Europe. An important
aspect of the book is that it includes China in its survey of the history of
science communication worldwide.

Although I am unfortunately unable to read Prof. Li’s work directly, I
have discussed the contents with him and reviewed the illustrations. A key
value of the work is that it does not artificially divide communication among
specialists (what some people call communication within science) from
communication between scientists and other audiences (what some people
call communication about science). As Prof. Li demonstrates, the distinction
between within science and about science isn’t as clear as those terms suggest.

One of the great challenges of discussing science communication is
the common belief (certainly among nonscientists and often even among
scientists) that it is easy to distinguish science from nonscience, that science
is the product of a clear and precise method. But as historians and sociologists
of the last two generations have demonstrated clearly, “science” is actually

a collection of many different approaches, ideas, methods, topics, and
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philosophical positions. There is no one scientific method, no one criterion
that can tell you whether something is science or nonscience.

To understand what science is, we have to understand that it is many
things: knowledge about the world, a process for developing that knowledge,
and a set of social institutions for producing that knowledge. I like to refer
to “reliable knowledge about the natural world” to focus attention on one of
the characteristics, the ability to build new knowledge on a reliable base. I
have not called this base “truth,” because we know that our understanding of
what constitutes the base can change over time, as we get better details and
interpretations about the natural world. But calling the knowledge “reliable”
highlights a fundamental feature.

Another fundamental feature is what the late British physicist John Ziman
called “public knowledge.” Part of what makes science reliable is its public
character, which lets other scientists test, assess, and use the knowledge. Only
as knowledge passes through a public — and therefore social — process does it
become reliable, as different people find that they can build new knowledge,
new technologies, new ideas on the previous knowledge. This process takes
place in a community (what we sometimes call the scientific community). The
more productive that members of the community find the knowledge, the stronger
the communal judgment that it is reliable. The institutions of science — research
institutes, laboratories, journals, funding agencies — are all part of the communal,
social process that produces reliable knowledge. That social process is the true
“scientific method,” for it is the key element of all modern science. A single
person working alone and never communicating about his or her findings —
such as Leonardo da Vinci and some of his explorations of nature — is not a
scientist, because there is no chance for other people to test those findings.
Science requires a community.

Thus communicating about science is fundamental to establishing
reliable knowledge. In the 1970s, the American psychologist William Garvey
called communication “the essence” of science.

Since the 1980s, studies of science communication have shown how
knowledge is shaped by the way it is communicated. Talking to researchers
in one’s own laboratory is different than talking with colleagues in another

department which is different than talking with policymakers which is



I8 Perface

different than talking with adult members of the public which is different than
talking with students. Each of these presentations of is a different expression
of reliable knowledge, which means that the knowledge is actually different in
each case.

This is why Prof. Li’s approach, avoiding the distinction of communication
within science and communication about science, is so important. Instead of
two kinds of science communication, there is a continuum or even a web of
science communication, where different producers of information connect with
different audiences. Each situation produces its own form of knowledge. If we
are to understand more fully how knowledge becomes reliable, we need to
understand how these different expressions of knowledge interact with each
other, how nonscientists have had access to technical information, how science
communicators have helped both researchers and other audiences understand
new observations, findings, and interpretations.

Only the kind of comprehensive history in Prof. Li’s book will help us
see all the connections among different kinds of communication, especially as
we learn how these connections have evolved over time. I hope that his work
helps both Chinese and eventually other scientists and scholars develop ever
better pictures of how communication helps us produce the kind of reliable

knowledge about the natural world that will benefit all of us in the future.

Bruce V. Lewenstein

Professor of Science Communication
Cornell University

Ithaca, New York USA

10 August 2015
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