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Call 465-2404 to book 
you.r appointment today!

If you are interested in contributing to the Gazette's March 
20th Environmental Supplement, theméome to our next 
meeting on Monday at 4:30 pm or drop off a note for our 
science editors Anthony and Adel. We are interested in any­
thing to do with the envirofrjjiir ffSl.
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Stories on the university s recycling program, NSPIRG, Ec 
action and animal rights are a must, if you are intereste 
you know what to do. We are in room 312 of the SUB. The 
environment (and the science editors' jobs) depend on you.

Deadline for submissions is Monday, Match 17th.
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The hype of the human genome
BY KEN SMITH hopes for the Project is that it will 

enable us to control diseases 
which are linked to genetics: pos­
sibly by identifying how the dis­
ease is caused and developing a 
therapy for it. According to 
Lewontin, however, there has 
never been a case in medical his­
tory in which knowing the se­
quence of a gene has benefited a 
patient. So far. all genetics has 
allowed us to do is to diagnose 
that a child has a genetic disease 
before it is born. And as 
Lewontin points out. aborting 
a child before it is born is not 
the same as curing a disease.

Professor Michael Ruse re­
plied to Lewontin’s argu­
ments after his presentation. 
Ruse agrees with Lewontin 
that there are problems with 
the Human Genome Project, 
however, he does not think it 
is fair of Lewontin just to 
point out these problems 
without discussing possible 
solutions. Ruse believes 
that the debate must go fur­
ther. He thinks we should 
be concerned about 
whether or not it will ever 
be possible to determine the 
shape of a protein simply 
from the code in the DNA.
We should question 
whether we will be able to 
sort through the variation 
among individual humans 
in order to determine 
which sequences are re­
sponsible for genetic dis­
eases. Ruse would also like 
to concentrate on how the 
money for the Project is 
being spent, and on 
whether it could be spent 
more productively else­
where.

often compared to a blueprint 
which determines how we are 
constructed. These metaphors 
and explanations create the idea 
that the project will help us to 
understand ourselves.

Lewontin thinks it is a mistake 
to say that DNA “makes" us what 
we are. First of all. he claims that 
DNA does not actually “make” 
anything by itself. Without the 
machinery of the cell. DNA can­
not reproduce itself, nor can it 
produce proteins. Instead, the pro­
teins of the cell use the DNA as a 
reference in creating other pro­
teins. and in creating copies of the 
DNA. So it is a mistake to talk 
about DNA as if it is a master 
molecule which is solely respon­
sible for our development.

Secondly, he emphasizes the 
role of the environment in the 
development of an organism. It 
is simply not possible to recreate 
an organism with only its DNA. 
Furthermore. Lewontin argues 
that even if you know what genes 
an organism has and the type of 
environment it grew up in, it is 
still impossible to predict what it 
will be like. As an example. 
Lewontin discusses a bacterium 
which develops on a petri dish. 
The bacterium divides so that its 
daughter cells contain the exact 
same DNA. However, the daugh­
ter cells divide at different times 
than one another. So even though 
these two daughter cells have the 
same DNA and live in the same 
environment, some sort of ran­
dom developmental noise has 
caused each of them to divide at 
different times than the other. 
Therefore, since knowledge of an 
organism’s DNA sequence is not 
enough to predict how it will de­
velop, Lewontin thinks we are 
misled in our belief that the Hu­
man Genome Project will help us 
to understand how traits develop 
in humans and in human culture.

The claim that many new tech­
nologies will arise from the Hu­
man Genome Project is also of 
concern to Lewontin. One of the

It seems that for all of 
Lewontin’s criticisms of the Hu­
man Genome Project, he does 
agree that it will produce infor­
mation of interest to scientists. 
However, his fear is that the re­
sults of the project will be far less 
groundbreaking than science has 
been promising to its financial 
supporters.

Lewontin also worries about 
the ideology that the Project has 
helped to build. In some of his

writings, he has expressed con­
cern that the Project is helping to 
perpetuate the myth that our be­
haviour and even our culture is 
determined by our genes. This 
sort of deterministic ideology 
could be used to argue that in­
equalities in our society cannot 
be helped since it is written in our 
genes. So in the case of the Hu­
man Genome Project, perhaps the 
surrounding hype is more danger­
ous than the technology itself.

Genetic research often faces 
the criticism that new advances 
are being introduced before we are 
ready to deal with their ethical 
implications. Although the fear 
about genetic research into hu­
man beings may not be un­
founded. it is also apparent that 
in some cases the hype surround­
ing current capabilities in genet­
ics have extended beyond the 
reality of the research. In particu­
lar, the Human Genome Project 
has been given so much publicity 
that it is difficult to see what it 
actually entails.

A debate about the conse­
quences of the Human Genome 
Project was presented in Febru­
ary as a part of the Philosophy 
Department’s Austin and Hempel 
lecture series. The featured speak­
ers were Richard Lewontin. a con­
fident population genetics 
professor from Harvard, and 
Michael Ruse, a rogue philosophy 
professor from the University of 
Guelph.

The debate began with 
Lewontin’s criticisms of the Hu­
man Genome Project. He believes 
that science serves two functions: 
it creates technologies which help 
us to control the physical world, 
and it develops explanations for 
how the world works. For both of 
these functions, Lewontin believes 
that the Human Genome Project 
is making promises which it can­
not keep.

Lewontin feels that the Human 
Genome Project is being falsely 
hailed as a pathway to a better 
understanding of humanity. Ac­
cording to him, the Project has 
created an impression that our 
DNA determines what we are. and 
that we will understand the hu­
man condition once we discover 
DNA’s sequence. Lewontin be­
lieves that the metaphors that sci­
entists use to describe human 
development lead us to believe 
that our DNA controls everything 
about us. For instance. DNA is
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Get Real.
Real-life work skills, that is.

Add hands-on, practical learning to 
your education with a diploma from 
Fleming College.

oday's job market demands a 
practical education. That's why 

university students everywhere are 
adding a competitive edge to their 
education with a college diploma.

Apply your university studies towards 
a specific career with a diploma as an 
Educational Assistant from Sir Sand- 
ford Fleming College in Peterborough. 
Most of our programs offer credits for 
your existing studies, to help you fast- 
forward to a great new job.

T
For more information, contact 

Ann McDonald today at 
(705) 749-5530, extension 1300, or 
e-mail amcdonal@flemingc.on.ca

Study at Fleming, 
Ontario's Community College 

in the Kawartlms.
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FIND If adventure isn’t part of your workday routine, find it in your spare time
in the Army Reserve. Where 
you work selected evenings 
and weekends, challenging 

yourself, meeting interesting people, and earning 
extra income. Put some excitement back in your life.

Join the Army Reserve. For more information, come and see us or call us at:
723 (Halifax) Communications Squadron 
Halifax Armouries. FMO Halifax. N.S. B3K 2X0 
427-6106 or 1-800-856-8400
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