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What is the “right to science”?

Article 15 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights (ICESCR) requires states to:

1. recognize the right of everyone to enjoy the benefits of scientific 
progress and its applications

2. conserve, develop, and diffuse science

3. respect the freedom indispensable for scientific research, and

4. recognize the benefits of international contacts and co-operation in 
the scientific field.

Yvonne Donders further proposed four “contents” for the Right to 

Science: 
1) scientific freedom; 2) the right to be protected from possible 

harmful effects of science; 3) the right to access (including 

participation); and 4) international cooperation.

https://www.aaas.org/sites/default/files/s3fs-public/Home-page_ICESCR.pdf?adobe_mc=MCMID%3D41453983486073534633236428305783688361%7CMCORGID%3D242B6472541199F70A4C98A6%2540AdobeOrg%7CTS%3D1693337936


The right to science is more than 

access to knowledge 

Fruits of science

 Economic development and 

trade

 Innovation

 Local adaptation

 Linkage (forward and reverse)

 Access to humanitarian relief 

without dependency (e.g. 

vaccines, medicines)

 Basic science as a basic resource

 Absence means missing out on  

experience

Governance of science

 Country’s own social and legal 

system is the start

 Who prioritizes problems to be 

studied in a society with restricted 

resources

 How information is shared among 

scientists

 How is information shared with all 

people, in a form that can be 

used



The “right to science” is 

fundamentally a legal concept.

 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948): (1) Everyone 
has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the 
community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific
advancement and its benefits. (2) Everyone has the right to the 
protection of the moral and material interests resulting from any 
scientific, literary or artistic production of which he is the author.

 Scientific freedom and human rights are natural rights that 
are codified in a legal framework grounded in the United 
Nations International Bill of Rights, which consists of three 
related documents or covenants. 

 Three constituent “rights to science”: 

 1) the right to participate in science

 2) the right to benefit from science

 3) the right to benefit from a person’s own contribution or 
invention. 



The right to participate in science

 Less well understood than right to benefit.

 Implied in the right to participate in science are:

 Right not to be excluded from science education or 
knowledge derived from science

 Right to learn from experience how science works.

 Right to have problems relevant to local society and 
culture studied in context and with appropriate and 
adaptive solutions

 In other words, right to have someone in a society 
or culture able to understand what is going on in 
the material world and to interpret it for their own 
people. 

 Amartya Sen: Development as freedom.

Science as a cultural 

experience and way of 

knowing.



Who would oppose such a right?

 Right to science is not widely acknowledged, nor institutionalized.

 Controversy over validity of concept in international law:

 Normative concept

 Legal basis is Article of Universal Declaration of Human Rights

 Opposed in principle, and rather reflexively, by those concerned 

with patent and intellectual property protection. 

 Parties afraid that recognition of right will result in bureaucratic 
nightmare. This is not helped by bureaucratic tone or proponents.

Pharma has 

been the test 

case so far.

Environmental 

technology may be 

the critical case.



Further thoughts: critical science

 Critical science = using the methods of science to evaluate 
and correct harms that may arise from the application of 
science and technology. 

 Ravetz: 

 The “benefits” of science are not limited to creating new value 
and achieving equity in distribution. 

 They also accrue from preventing and solving problems and 
monitoring science and technology when there is a potential for 
doing harm. 

 This is only possible using the means of science itself.

 Doctrine of “critical science” helps to make science and 
technology self-correcting in the same way that replication 
makes science self-correcting. 

 Without scientists studying the effect of science and 
technology, the rest of the society is denied the benefit of 
early warning.

Jerome Ravetz


