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Provocations No. 86 
Science and Secrecy

The Council of the prestigious American Physical Society 
recently protested, as a threat to U.S. technological and 
scientific advancement, restraints being suggested by the Reagan 
administration on access by certain foreign nationals to 
unclassified computer facilities provided by the National Science 
Foundation at various U.S. universities.

They say: HWe believe that restraints on the use of 
unclassified facilities would be harmful to the quality of academic 
scientific research and would in the long term threaten the 
nation's technological leadership... Restricting access to 
unclassified university faci1ities...is an unprecedented intrusion 
into institutional academic freedom. Universities and academic 
research centers must be free to select faculty, set curricula and 
admit students and researchers on academic grounds. The government 
is properly excluded from intervention in the intellectual life of 
a university... We believe that any attempt by the government to 
dictate who may have access to unclassified academic research 
facilities must be resisted.11

Last September 27th President Reagan's staff issued a lucid 
statement declaring that except as provided by statute, no 
restrictions may be placed on the conduct or reporting of 
unclassified research. It held: “Our goal is to maintain the free 
and open exchange of unclassified research so necessary to a free 
society and an expanding economy." The policy had been strongly 
endorsed by Dick DeLauer, then head of the Department of Defense 
Research and Engineering, who staunchly believes in a clear-cut, 
unequivocal distinction between classified and unclassified 
research. De Lauer is now gone from the Pentagon. However Donald 
Hick's, his successor, professes, speaking of research: “It best 
serves the DOD and the country by keeping ahead, not by secrecy.8

But even as the White House statement of September 27th was 
being publicized, a senior White House task force was drafting new 
controls to bar certain foreign nationals from access to 
unclassified supercomputer facilities, according to Robert L. Park 
of the Physical Society staff in an editorial in “Physics Today.*

These restrictions will, in my judgment, do more damage than 
good to our national security. They have a lot in common with the 
misguided notice EIES was required to transmit to us on line last 
November. There we were told that only information licensed by the 
Department of Commerce could be sent to Soviet participants in the 
EIES net— under the Export Administration Act.

This and sane of the other mixed signals coming out of the 
White House on this issue make it distressingly clear that there is 
confusion behind the scenes about science, technology and secrecy.



Not only are some of these regulations almost unenforceable, but I 
am convinced that they could damage national interest by fuzzing 
the distinction between classified information that is legitimately 
and wisely held secret, and open communication. To me, free 
interchange of information is the lifeblood of science and 
scholarship. This, in turn, is the keystone of our security.
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