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The Fetal Patient
“The Littlest Patient” by Dario O. Fauza, in The Sciences (July–Aug. 1999), New York Academy of

Sciences, 2 E. 63rd St., New York, N.Y. 10021.

Surgeons in recent decades have acquired a
new patient: the fetus. The risks of fetal surgery
are great, but so is the ultimate promise, says
Fauza, a pediatric surgeon at Children’s
Hospital in Boston.

“Only about 200 fetal surgeries have been
performed so far on human beings,” he
writes, “and the results have been tantalizing,
but disappointing as well.” Of some 120
fetuses operated on in the last two decades at
the University of California, San Francisco—
which is one of two major fetal surgery cen-
ters in this country, along with the Children’s
Hospital of Philadelphia—only about half
the babies survived; lately, though, the suc-
cess rate has been closer to 75 percent. “Fetal
surgeons,” says Fauza, “have treated such
potentially fatal defects as a hole in the
diaphragm, which can prevent the lungs
from developing adequately, and an obstruc-
tion of the urinary tract, which can destroy
the kidneys. And the day may not be far off
when more intricate operations, such as
open-heart surgery and even liver transplants,
will be performed inside the womb.”

For most of medical history, the fetus was
largely a mystery. Not until the 1960s were
the first tentative efforts at human fetal
surgery made. In 1963, two Columbia
University obstetricians performed a blood
transfusion on a fetus suffering from fatal
anemia. While the open surgery was techni-
cally a success, the baby was born prema-
turely and died. However, that same year, a
New Zealand obstetrician, addressing the

same sort of fetal problem, used a needle
guided by X-rays instead of open surgery, and
the baby survived. Two years later, in San
Juan, Puerto Rico, the first open fetal surgery
in which the child survived was performed. It
remained an isolated success, however, as
most subsequent attempts failed.

Interest in fetal surgery revived in the late
1970s, when prenatal ultrasound became com-
monplace, letting physicians observe the
unborn in the womb. In 1981, a pediatric sur-
geon at the University of California, San
Francisco, introduced open fetal surgery to
treat severe blockages of the urinary tract.
Then, in the early 1990s, videofetoscopic
surgery was introduced, in which the lens of a
video camera is inserted into the uterus
through one of several small incisions, enabling
the surgeon to see the fetus on a screen while
carrying out the operation through the other
incision(s).

Fetal surgery, however, is still relatively dan-
gerous to the pregnant woman, who risks hem-
orrhage, or lung or kidney failure. Because of
that, Fauza says, such surgery “is undertaken
only when the fetus’s life is imperiled, and only
if there is little chance that the mother’s fertili-
ty will be compromised.” As the techniques
become more refined, he says, success rates will
increase and the strain on the mothers will
lessen. Eventually, he believes, fetal surgery
will allow “most birth defects to be repaired in
an optimal way.” Inasmuch as three percent of
newborns today have major birth defects, that
will be no small advance.

The Empire of Science
“A View from the Bridge: The Two Cultures Debate, Its Legacy, and the History of Science”

by D. Graham Burnett, in Daedalus (Spring 1999), Norton’s Woods, 136 Irving St.,
Cambridge, Mass. 02138.

Forty years ago, British novelist and former
physicist C. P. Snow (1905–80) decried the
chasm separating “the two cultures,” scientific
and literary, stirring up tremendous controversy
on both sides of the Atlantic. The disjunction
Snow posited is still “regularly lamented in

scholarly symposia, cited by academic adminis-
trators, and invoked to help account for every-
thing from the ‘science wars’ to the history of
environmental policy,” observes Burnett, a his-
torian of science at Columbia University.
Unfortunately, he contends, the “Snovian dis-
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All right, so tenured radicals in academe 
have turned English departments into

ideological hothouses for the growth of liter-
ary theory. That’s yesterday’s news. The ques-

ARTS & LETTERS

Deconstructing the Professors
A Survey of Recent Articles

tion for today is: Have the resulting sunbursts
of theory nevertheless lit up the landscape for
the humble souls at work trying to create lit-
erature? Have writers found the critics’ reve-

junction,” as it has been called, is simplistic and
pernicious.

In his 1959 lecture at Cambridge University,
Snow claimed that scientists “have the future in
their bones,” while literary intellectuals and
other humanists could not even describe the
Second Law of Thermodynamics, which, he
asserted, was roughly “the scientific equivalent”
of a play by Shakespeare. The result was a tra-
ditional (nonscientific) culture devoid of “social
hope.” And this, in the context of the Cold War
and the rising expectations of “poor” nations,
he warned, was dangerous.

Three years later, British literary critic
F. R. Leavis (1895–1978) mounted a venomous
attack. To link “social hope” and material
goods, Leavis said, was “a confusion to which
all creative writers are tacit enemies.” Science
and technology would never bridge the gap
between the individual and society; only lan-
guage and literature could allow human beings
to transcend themselves. Any comparison
between the Second Law of Thermodynamics
and the sacred sphere of literature was just “a
cheap journalistic infelicity,” Leavis said.

“For the historian of science,” writes Burnett,

“a double irony binds these
claims” about the Second Law
of Thermodynamics. That law,
articulated in various ways
beginning in the 1850s, holds
that while energy is conserved,
entropy (or disorder) seems to
be constantly increasing in the
universe. The implication—
that the universe “appears
headed for maximum entropy
or ‘heat-death’ ”—was spelled
out in popular journals and
impressed writers in Britain
and France, as scholars have
shown. “If you take it to heart,”

wrote the novelist Joseph Conrad, “it becomes
an unendurable tragedy.” Thus, Burnett points
out, “the very decay Snow decried in the moral
fiber of literary culture, it turns out, cannot be
fully understood without reference to the histo-
ry of his own beloved Second Law.”

At the same time, and with equal irony,
Burnett adds, Conrad’s Shadow-Line (1917),
“which Leavis brought forward as a self-evident
proof of the irrelevance of the Second Law,
would be better read as a parable of its broad
cultural significance.”

In the hands of those who use it, Burnett
says, the “two cultures” disjunction—given
renewed expression, for instance, in
Consilience (1998) by Edward O. Wilson, the
founding father of sociobiology—tends to
devalue humanistic inquiry. In Wilson’s eyes,
according to Burnett, “the humanities and
social sciences represent science’s last fron-
tier,” a domain awaiting conquest. The real
need, however, suggests the historian of sci-
ence, is not to “bridge” Snow’s two cultures,
but to recognize that both are part of a larger
culture and to understand how they and it
came to be.

Snow (right) is “as intellectually undistinguished as it
is possible to be,” sneered Leavis (left).


