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On “Society Is Ready for a New Kind 
of Science—Is Academia?”: Some 
Thoughts from the South
The article from Keeler and colleagues 
(2017) highlighted five relevant issues 
to modify how academic institutions 
may improve the linkage of the scien-
tific community and societal needs. 
In this letter, we highlight some issues 
that, from our Latin American experi-
ence, may broaden the discussion.

First, linking academia and society 
is an urgent need. However, it is dif-
ficult to think about mechanisms that 
allow the integration of academia with 
society as a whole. Society is far from 
homogenous. Different stakeholders 
may have opposite views of situations 
that from the academic sector are 
defined as a problem. For example, 
deforestation will be perceived as a 
problem by aboriginal communities 
but as a virtuous process by companies 
involved in land-grabbing. The strate-
gies to build bridges with society must 
start from recognizing the diversity of 
stakeholders, their needs and world-
views, and the actual and potential 
conflicts.

Second, we agree with Keeler and 
colleagues about the need to integrate 
departments of basic science with those 
of more applied sciences. However, 
we emphasize that the social links of 
research do not necessarily relate to 
how much research is applied versus 
basic. The contribution of those who 
work on fundamental issues material-
izes not only in providing the bases for 
further technological developments 
but also in the development of criti-
cal thinking in their students. Instead 
of applied versus basic, we must care 
about good versus bad science.

Third, we agree with Keeler and col-
leagues about the need to break down 
the elitist academic structure. However, 
by definition, the elitist structure has 

positive feedbacks. The magnitude 
of cultural difference, prestige, and 
authority reinforce the isolation. It 
is necessary to foster counterforces, 
such as encouraging the incorporation 
into universities of sectors marginal-
ized from high education. This not 
only allows a better contact with spe-
cific communities but also increased 
diversity in a broad sense. Since the 
“Reforma Universitaria” (discussed 
below), many Latin American coun-
tries have public, autonomous, and 
gratuitous university systems. This 
academic system is an “antielitist” 
mechanism.

Fourth, academia has to lead the 
discussion and the search for solutions 
to the environmental crisis. However, 
this has limits. Academia is not in the 
best position to promote interinstitu-
tional programs with an active par-
ticipation of a variety of stakeholders. 
Governments should pull the academic 
sector by involving it in policies design.

There are no panaceas for insti-
tutional arrangements. However, it 
is useful to observe the diversity of 
responses and to learn from them. 
Those of us who have completed post-
graduate studies in US incorporated 
institutional models that allow us to 
look critically at our own universi-
ties. In Latin America, the discussion 
of the society–academia link has a 
long history. We want to highlight two 
characteristics, more or less common 
in public universities of Argentina and 
Uruguay. First, there is an explicit 
mandate in public-university statutes 
that all academic units must carry 
out teaching, research, and exten-
sion (Arocena and Sutz 2005). The 
extension mandate involves a direct 
relationship among faculty and stake-
holders to clearly formulate a prob-
lem, contribute to its solution, support 
vulnerable actors, spread knowledge, 

raise awareness in society, and work 
with decision-makers. The second 
one is the cogovernance (co-gobierno 
in Spanish) of the university. The 
Academic Boards of Universities, the 
supreme governing body, are inte-
grated with elected representatives 
from among professors, alumni, and 
students (and in some cases, adminis-
trative staff). The presence of alumni 
and students is an excellent mecha-
nism to connect the academic world 
with social demands and to form lead-
ers with broadened views. Keeler and 
colleagues indicate the need for “an 
institutional revolution.” The previ-
ously outlined mechanisms of linking 
academia and society were, in fact, 
the result of a revolution, the so-called 
“Reforma Universitaria,” promoted 
by the students of the Universidad 
Nacional de Córdoba (Argentina) in 
1918 that later extended throughout 
Latin America.
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