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The manipulation and modifi-
cation of genes, a triumphal
promise of the 1950s when

James Watson and Francis Crick first
deciphered the structure of DNA, is
held by many today to be unnatural
and perhaps even malevolent. Consid-
er that the antipathy to genetically
modified (GM) food—“Frankenfood”
in the views of some,
borders on the visceral.
Public reactions such as
this put scientists who
work on the biotechnol-
ogy side of chemistry on
the defensive. But it was
not always so.

As a product of the
Sputnik era, I can testify
to the high esteem in
which science was once held. Jerome
Weisner, science advisor to President
Kennedy and later president of MIT,
had the aura of a rock star, and Wern-
her Von Braun had a television
program that showed what the first
space station would look like. There
were new antibiotics and vaccines to
protect against polio, synthetic fabrics
to clothe the world, satellites that
could begin to predict the weather,
and agricultural chemicals that helped
farmers grow better crops. We believed
that science would help us lead better
lives.

That doesn’t seem to be the way
society thinks today. Now we live in
a postmodernist age in which scien-
tific motivation is often questioned,
and many corporations and organi-
zations that practice science are seen
as indifferent to the common good.
Ever since the chemical disasters of
Love Canal, thalidomide, and Bhopal,
some think we’ve lost control of
science.

In the 1950s, it was implicit that
public and corporate benefits usually
overlapped. Nobody thought DuPont
was trying to put one over on the

government or the public by making
Dacron. Today, corporations are devel-
oping tools to manipulate genes, and
many are uncertain of the public good.
The problem seems to be that the
public thinks science lacks a human
component and exists only to bring
value to shareholders. Add to that point
of view the belief that projects must

pay off to a corporate
bottom line on a quar-
ter-by-quarter basis, and
it’s no wonder that people
believe science is conduct-
ed only for the money it
makes. Therefore, it’s not
surprising that people
believe GM products such
as pesticide-resistant corn
and soybeans have been

developed only for the financial advan-
tage of the companies that make them.
But as Senior Associate Editor Mark
Lesney shows in his feature on page
24, “Farming for Pharmaceuticals,”
genetic manipulation of agricultural
materials may in fact offer a way to
bring down the cost of pharmaceuti-
cal manufacturing to the point where
diseases such as HIV and influenza can
be controlled throughout the world at
socially equitable costs. In other words,
science can serve humanity and
mammon simultaneously.

I’d have to say that we in the
sciences haven’t done a particularly
great job of discussing the human
benefits of genetic modification.
Science is only as good as the applica-
tions that come from it. In agricultur-
al research, as in many other fields,
science has to do a much better job of
explaining itself. We hope our story on
the production of biopharmaceuticals
is one small step in that direction.
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