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Justice in the Laboratory
“An Injustice to a Scientist Is Reversed and We Learn Some Lessons” by Daniel J. Kevles, in The

Chronicle of Higher Education (July 5, 1996), 1255 23rd St. N.W., Washington D.C. 20037.

For a decade, Nobel laureate David Balti-
more and immunologist Thereza Imanishi-
Kari endured an ordeal worthy of Kafka. It
started with “whistle-blowing” by a postdoc-

toral assistant. Imanishi-Kari was accused of
faking data for a paper co-authored by Balti-
more. He strongly defended her and was
forced to quit the presidency of Rockefeller

Jon D. Levenson, a professor of Jewish studies
at Harvard University. The “melting pot” also
beckons. Today, nearly three out of 10 married
Jews-by-birth are wed to Gentiles. “The illiber-
al truth that intermarriage is Jewish suicide has
not been well-received among that most liber-
al of groups, American Jews,” Levenson writes.

For centuries, rabbinical law and tradition
held that only children born of a Jewish moth-
er were Jews. In 1983, however, the Reform
movement expanded the definition to include
children born of a Jewish father. This “threat-
ens the religious unity of the American Jewish
community as never before,” asserts Conserv-
ative rabbi David Dalin.

Norman Lamm, president of Yeshiva
University (Orthodox), in New York, agrees.
Genuine religious unity is inconceivable to
him when the Reform wing “has embraced
patrilinealism, ordained gays and lesbians as
Reform rabbis, and otherwise given enthusias-
tic ecclesiastical approval to almost every

avant-garde liberal movement in the general
society. Extremes beget extremes, and signifi-
cant segments of Orthodoxy are moving in the
opposite direction, demanding conformity,
and associating almost automatically with the
more (or even most) right-wing political move-
ments both in America and Israel.”

Yet despite all the serious problems beset-
ting American Jews as a community,

many of the pessimistic symposium partici-
pants remain hopeful. “Demographic data
suggest a grim future for Judaism in America,”
concludes Jon Levenson, “but there is more in
heaven and earth than is comprehended in
demographic surveys. I sense a deepening con-
cern about the erosion of the moral founda-
tions of society and mounting doubt that secu-
larism can repair or sustain them. Among
Jews, probably the most secular group in
America, this rethinking has barely begun.
Its fruits remain to be seen.”

Political Shepherds
A recent argument that liberals should wake up to the political power of religion

and use it—made by Amy Waldman, an editor at the Washington Monthly, [see WQ,
Spring ’96, pp. 120–121]—leaves Alan Pell Crawford, writing in Chronicles (Aug.
1996), cold. He is the author of Thunder on the Right (1980).

Every few years secular intellectuals “rediscover” religion, almost always concluding
that it must be a good thing because it seems to make better citizens of the faithful—better
liberal Democrats, in this case. The neoliberals at the Monthly seem to believe that the
imitation of Christ is important because it will make us all more like Bobby Kennedy.

Susan Sontag—no right-winger she—once derided the attitude of such philosophes as
“religious fellow-traveling.” What intellectuals always want, Sontag wrote in the early ’60s,
is the personal, political, and societal advantages of religious faith without actually hav-
ing to believe in anything. They are for “religion” in a general sense, which, Sontag noted,
is of course meaningless. You cannot practice “religion” in general any more than you can
speak “language” in general; you speak English, French, or Farsi; you practice Cathol-
icism, Buddhism, or Santeria. You’re either a snake handler or you ain’t.
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“Our fate is in our genes,” claims Nobel lau-
reate James Watson, codiscoverer of the dou-

ble helix and the first director of the
Human Genome Project. Another Nobel
laureate, molecular biologist Kary
Mullis, even offers, via a company he
founded, the equivalent of early Chris-
tian relics, Nelkin writes: cards and jew-
elry that purportedly contain DNA

cloned from rock stars,
athletes, and other “sec-
ular saints.”

Scientists are using
religious metaphors “as

part of their effort to convince the public of
the centrality and power of the genes—and
of the importance of supporting their
research,” Nelkin says. Their language also
reflects their nearly religious belief “that
there is underlying order in nature.” But

the scientists’ words, Nelkin says, are easily
turned into weapons by their critics and used
in the campaign against genetic science.

The Sacred Language of Genes
“Genetics, God, and Sacred DNA” by Dorothy Nelkin, in Society (May–June 1996), Rutgers—The

State University of New Jersey, New Brunswick, N.J. 08903.

Religious critics of genetic engineering
hold that it is wrong to tinker with, as one
evangelical writer put it, “our essen-
tial humanity.” In 1983, 21 Catholic
bishops joined other religious leaders
in calling for a ban on genetic engi-
neering, declaring that humans have
no right to “play God.” Nelkin, a soci-
ologist at New York University,
asserts that geneticists play into
the hands of such critics by
using religious language them-
selves to describe their subject.

Scientists, she says, “seem
to endow the biological structure
called DNA with a nearly spiritual
importance as a powerful and
sacred object—an essential entity
through which human life and
human fate can be explained and
understood.” Frequently, they refer
to the human genome as the “Bible,”
the “Book of Man,” and the “Holy Grail.”

University as a result, while Imanishi-Kari,
now at Tufts University, had her reputation
besmirched and a federal research grant ter-
minated. Recently, their ordeal came to an
end when a federal appeals panel cleared her
of the fraud charges. In the future, argues
Kevles, director of the Program in Science,
Ethics, and Public Policy at the California
Institute of Technology, scientific misconduct
cases should be handled very differently.

To begin with, he says, it should be recog-
nized that scientific misconduct in its most
serious form appears to be quite rare. Of 26
investigations closed in 1994 by the Office of
Research Integrity (ORI) in the National
Institutes of Health (NIH), only six conclud-
ed that research data had been fabricated or
falsified—“a minuscule incidence, given all
of the biomedical research sponsored by the
NIH.” In light of this, Kevles questions
whether a special investigative office such as
ORI is even necessary.

Whatever the governmental machinery
employed to handle misconduct cases, he
says, those conducting the investigations
“should have the courage to insulate the pro-
ceedings from political pressure.” Repre-

sentative John Dingell (D.-Mich.), then
chairman of the House Energy and
Commerce committee, with jurisdiction
over the NIH budget, and a relentless watch-
dog, cast an “overbearing shadow” over the
Imanishi-Kari case, Kevles contends, with
unfortunate results. In addition, he says, the
investigators should not serve as prosecutor,
judge, and jury, as the ORI did.

“The procedures should guarantee the
accused the rights of due process from the
beginning,” Kevles writes, “and, while giving
due attention to whistle blowers, should keep
those making the charges” at arm’s length.
Until the appeals board took up her case,
Imanishi-Kari was not permitted to see the
evidence against her, cross-examine witness-
es, or call any of her own.

Finally, Kevles concludes, scientific mis-
conduct should be narrowly defined—limit-
ed to falsification, fabrication, and theft of
intellectual property. “Pursuing vague
notions, such as the deviation of a scientist’s
practices from ‘commonly accepted’ ones,
will invite still other houndings of hapless
researchers and very likely have a chilling
effect on the practice of science itself.”




