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convinced after reading this book tha t the simple prescriptions popul arly associa ted with
computer techn ology are wholly inadequ ate if one is to come to a mean ingful under­
standing of computers in society. T o that end, teachers wishing to devise a condensed
'social issues in computing' course may be attracted to this text. Also, those begi nning
social research in a parti cular area of computer technology may find the text useful to
gain familiarity with a parti cular subject area . An autho r ind ex and a more comprehen­
sive subject index would be useful enhancements here. While the computer ph enom enon
is still very much, as Garson puts it, ' . . . the elepha nt still to be perceived part by part
by the proverbial blind men . . .', Computer Technology and Social Issues does add some useful
detail. As to what makes this 'elephant' behave in the way that it does Garso n prop oses
a political model for his readers to consider. It is qu estionable whether Garson has
provided sufficient proof in this text to convince his sceptics.

William Tibben
Unioersuy if Wollongong

Wollongong, Australia

IUlproving Nature? The Science and Ethics of Genetic Engineering

Michael J. Reiss and Roger Stra ughan

Cambridge, UK, Cambridge Unioersity Press, 1996, x +288pp., AU$39.25h.b., ISBN 0 521
45441 7

This is a clearly written introduction to, firstly, some of the principal techni qu es used in
'genetic engineering' (a hold-all term which the authors mainly use for recombinant
DNA technology, but und er which they also include trad itional selective breeding as well
as genet ic screening and gen e therapy in humans), and secondly, some of the ethical
issues involved. T he book's title appears to be derived from a quote (p. 2 16) from Geo rge
Pazin , a professor at the University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine: 'I am all in favour
of repairing God 's crea tion with the genet ic tools that we have discovered , but I shudder
to think of our trying to imp rove upon the creation.'

An interesting aspect of the book is that one of the authors, R eiss, is an Anglican
priest as well as a senior lecturer in biology at Cambridge,' and the other, Stra ugha n,
is a moral ph ilosopher as well as an educationalist. T his mix of skills should ensure a
sympa the tic unders tanding of the varied needs of non-specialist read ers, and it does.
However, it also results in what at times comes through as a som ewhat non-committal
attitude, whether intent ionally or not. In their Introduction for example, the authors
explain that 'our main hope is to clar ify the biological and philosophi cal issues involved'
(p. I). This sounds reasonable enough, but it also reminded me of some harsh thin gs
Steven Pinker , in The Language Instinct, had to say about 'clari fying' ethical questions. In
fact, according to Pinker, most people, of whatever culture, are remarkably able to agree
on essential notions of right and wrong behaviour, and tha t such questions should not
be left to ' taste, custom and self int crest ' i'' T o be fair , the authors do say, on page 239,
tha t they do not subscribe to the 'cur rently fashion able 'subjectivist' view that wha t I think
is right is right for me', and that 'moral beliefs are consequently merely matters of
personal taste' ; neverthel ess, the book suffers from a lack of obvious commitment up until
that point (5 pages before the end), and even then , in the book's last paragraph, the
authors wish to emphasize that 'it is over simplistic to attempt to reach any overall
conclusion about the rightness and wron gness of genetic engineering per se.'
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M ayb e, but thi s is hardly a very useful sentime nt to leave in the reader's mind. As
Raym ond Gaita has pointed out in a recent art icle," th e mo st interesting au tho rs are
those wh o have something to sq)'. Perhaps a more effective concluding sec tion would have
been to remind readers of some of th e notoriou s 'e thica l' position s of va rious scie n tists
cited ea rlier in th e book, and up on which the authors do--thou gh hesitantly at
times-pronounce j udge me nt. An unnamed professor of med icine, for example, is
qu oted as ca lling for abo rtions to be 'carried ou t more carefully to ensure that th e
f[o] etus emerges alive so th at its organs can be used for m edical purposes' (p. 214), and
a Dr J an H eid em an, wh o did 'pionee ring' work which led to the gene tic enginee ring of
th e 'o nco mo use' (which develops ca nce ro us tumours) fclt th at all he need ed to do was
to cite th e utiliry of such use of mice, as against lab orat ory rats , since 'a rat's skin cannot
be peeled off as ca n the skin of a mouse' (p. 184).

Utilitari anism as a phil osophy is fairl y clearl y rejected by these authors, and righ tly
so, in th is reviewer's opinion. As they note, few people (p resumably) would be persuaded
by, for example, th e utilit ari an argument th at a number of other people wou ld be nefi t
from ove rturn ing consent conditions for the use of human s as research m at eri al.
H owever , just wha t horrors th e utilitarian position could result in could have been more
stro ngly conveyed with more use of histori cal illustra tio n-s-the only m ent ion of th e N azi
crimes, for instan ce, is in a sentence whi ch reads in part: ' [S[cicncc canno t be pursued
in a mo ral and ethica l vacuum . .. th e universal condem na tion of so-ca lled 'me dical
research' as pursued in va rious countries, including Nazi G ermany, during tim es of war
supports thi s view' (p. 6). This hardly provides mu ch informati on for undergradu ate
stude nts (presumably a target audience for th e book) with little or next to no knowledge
of histo ry-s-a situa tion whi ch , regrett ably, one so often find s with stude nts nowadays.
M ore atte ntion to thi s side of th eir subject matter would have mor e effectively p rovided
coun ter argume nts to those quoted from bio-t ech nologists wanting to do as th ey pleased ,
such as ' it is morally wrong as well as politi cally dangerou s to place restrictions on
int ellectu al ac tivities' (p.57).

Notwithstanding these reservation s I would still recommend thi s volume as a text in
science and technology studies courses - indeed for airy first-year bio scien ce undergr adu­
ates (suppleme nted, ideally, with a wo rk conta ining m or e historical material"). It is, as I
said, clearly writt en , and it is also well organize d . A first part outlines th e technologies
discussed , and intro duces readers to ethical reason ing; a seco nd part looks at the gen etic
engineering of micro- organisms, plants, animals and human s in turn; an d Part 3 tackles
th e qu estion , 'Public understanding of gene tic engineering: ''''hat can education do ?'
One criticism I would make in th e format area (it is meant to be cons tructive sho uld th e
publisher eve ntua lly consider bringing ou t a n updated edition-already fairl y necessary
with th e recent cloning not only of th e ewe 'Dolly', but now calves, gene tica lly alt er ed
to produce milk conta ining human seru m albumin' ) would be of the referen cing system.
Even though th e autho rs appea r to use an author-date system, th ere are footno te
numbers after every date in brackets, and th e bibliographic details are give n with th e
footnotes at th e end of th e book , with th e numbers starting at I for each chap ter. I t ca n
thus be annoy ing lookin g up the wo rks cited: an alphabe tica l listin g, which th e
author-date meth od allows, wo uld make things m uch easier.

Notes and References

I . For an introduction to the long-standing Anglican commitment to ethica l concerns, see J ohn

Morgan , 'Is there an Anglican Social Ethi c?', in John A. Moses (Ed.), From Oiford to the Bush: Essays
on Catholic Anglicanism ill Australia, Broughton Press, Hall, Australian Capital Terrri tory, 1997.



Book Reviews 529

2. Steven Pinker , The Language Instinct, Allen Lane, London , 1994, qu oting p. 405.
3. Raymond Gai ta, 'Truth and the Idea of a University' , Australian Universities Review, 40, 2, 1997,

pp. 13-18.
4. The reader might like to consult Martin Bridgstock, David Bureh,John Forge,John Laurent and Ian

Lowe, Science, Technology andSociety: An Introduction, Ringwood, Victoria, Ca mbridge University Press,
1998.

5. 'First it was ewe 2, now meet moo 2' , Courier Mail (Brisbane), 22 J anuary 1998.

J ohn Laurent
Griffith Unioersity

Brisbane, Australia

Clim.bing Mount Im.probable

Richard Dawkin s

Harmondsworth, UK, Viking, 1996, xi +308 /JP., $19.95 (Pb) ISBN 0 14 026302 0

This book lies squ arel y in the Darwin/Wallace/Fisher tradi tion . Ever since the Dam'in­
'Vallace theory was accepted, emphas is has been placed on evolutionary cha nge and on
natural selec tion as the primary agent of that cha nge. Dawkin s writ es within this
fram ework , altho ugh, if we look at a broad er view, it is evident that evolutionary cha nge
has been so slow that humans were un aware of it until the advent of the industrial
revolution , when fossils were unearthed in ways never before contemplated. Now that we
can see the 'long view' , we know that cha nge has occurre d and we perh ap s forget to
rem ember that those cha nges occurred as the dynam ic bal an ce betwee n life and its
abiotic enviro nment cha nged very slowly over time. Natural selection is an agent more
of stability than of cha nge; it ope ra tes as a negative feedback system . Evidence for this
is provided by the metaphors recorded by Darwin and Wallace as having assisted them
in construc ting the principle of natural selec tion. 'Vallace I writes:

The action of this principle is exac tly like the centrifuga l gove rn or of th e steam
engine, whi ch checks and correc ts an y irregularities almost before they becom e
evident . . . (p. 62)

Darwin cites the picture of a hundred thousand wedges all being forced int o a limit ed
surface area.'. If one goes in furth er , anothe r must come out. The probl em tod ay is that
the human wedge, owing to our access to energy supplies never intended for our use,
now penetrat es that sur face an d takes up a share never possible in a proper sta te of
nature.

Alth ough Dawkins is mainly con cerned with evolutiona ry chan ge, his last chapter
looks at some of the balan ces operating in nature.

With respect to Fisher , menti on ed alongside Darwin and W allace above, I have to
say that I doubt that he would agree with Dawkins claim s concern ing 'selfish' genes. In
his 1918 pap er, R . A. Fisher showe d the continuous evolution could result from a
popul ati on of discrete unit s (genes) giving evolutionary cha nge a sta tistica l basis3

. This
approach is adop ted by Dawkins despite his emphasis on single genes. In fact, the
example of sickle-celled anae mia discredits the latt er approach. A double do se of this
gene is lethal, but with a proper balance, the population minimises the impact of malaria.
Lau rie Garrett , in her book 771e Coming Plague, Newly Emerging Diseases in a World Out if
Balance, shows time and time again that nature or natural selection had minimised disease
imp act prior to technological int erference4.




