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Science, Lies, and the
Ultimate Truth
BARBARA EHRENREICH

Barbara Ehrenreich is a writer and social critic whose work has ap-

red in numerous publications, [nitially trained as a scientist,
Ehrenreich is best known now as q prolific commentator on Ameri-
can culture. She has written many books, including Complaints and
Disorders: The Sexual Politics of Sickness (1973, with Dierdre
English); For Her Own Good: One Hundred Fifty Years of the
Experts’ Advice to Women (1978, also with Dierdre English);
Witches, Midwives and Nurses: A History of Women Healers
(1972); The Hearts of Men: American Dreams and the Flight from
Commitment (1987); Fear of Falling: The Inner Life of the Middle
Class (1989); The Worst Years of Qur Lives: Irreverent Notes from
a Decade of Greed (1990); The Snarling Citizen (1995); Blood
Rites: Origins and History of the Passions of War (1998); Nickel
and Dimed: On (Not) Getting by in America (2002); and Bait and
Switch: The (Futile) Pursuit of the American Dream (2005). The
following essay first appeared in Time magazine in 1991. What does
Ehrenreich claim about the sanctity of science?

+

Ifthere is any specimen lower than a fornicating preacher, it must
be a shady scientist. The dissolute evangelist betrays his one re-
vealed Truth, but the scientist who rushes half-cocked into print or,
worse yet, falsifies the data subverts the idea of truth, Cold fusion in
a teacup? Or, as biologists (then at Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology) David Baltimore and Thereza Imanishi-Kari claimed in a
controversial 1986 article that the U.S. National Institutes of Health
has now judged to be fraudulent, genes from one mouse mysteri-
ously “imitating” those from another? Sure, and parallel lines might
as well meet somewhere or apples leap up back onto trees.
Baltimore, the Nobel laureate and since 1990 president of
Rockefeller University, has apologized, after a fashion, for his
rolein the alleged fraud, and many feel that the matter should
¢ left 1o rest. He didn't, after all, falsify the data himself; he merely
Signed on as senjor scientist to Imanishi-Kari’'s now discredited
findings, But when a young postdoctoral fellow named Margot
OToole tried to blow the whistle, Baltimore pooh-poohed
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yzers, Ph.D.s and technicians. The big bucks tend 10 go 10 big :
<hots like Baltimore, whose machines and underlings must grind :

out “results” in massive volume. In the past two decades, as fed-
eral funding for basic research has ebbed, the pressure 10 produce
has risen 10 dangerous levels. At the same time, the worldly re-
wards of success have expanded 1o include fat paychecks (from
patents and sidelines in the biotech business) as well as power
and celebrity status. And these are the circumstances that invite

tion.
dm:fnanuhllcaﬂ succumbed, apparently, to the desire to make a
name for herself and hence, no doubt, expand her capacity for hon-
est research. But Baltimore is a more disturbing case. He already
had the name, the resources and the power that younger scientists
covet. What he forgot is that although humans may respect these
things, the truth does not. What he lost sight of, in the smugness of
success, is that truth is no respecter of hierarchy or fame. 1t can
come out of the mouths of mere underlings, like the valiant OToole.
And if no one was physically hurt, still there was damage done.
Scientists worldwide briefly believed the bogus “findings” and al-
rered their views accordingly or wasted time trying to follow the false
lead in their labs. Then there is the inevitable damage from the ex-
posure of the lie: millions of people, reading of the scandal, must
have felt their deepest cynicism confirmed. If a Nobel laureate in sci-
ence could sink 1o the moral level of Milli Vanilli or a White House
spin doctor, then maybe the deconstructionists are right and there is
no truth anywhere, only self-interest masked as objective fact.
Baltimore should issue a fuller apology, accounting for his al-
leged cover-up of the initial fraud. Then he should reflect for a week
or two and consider stepping down from his position as president
of Rockefeller University and de facto science statesman, Give him
amodest lab to work in, maybe one in the old Rockefeller buildings
where the microbe hunters toiled decades ago. 1 picture something
with a river view, where it is impossible to forget that Manhattan is
anisland, that the earth is a planet, and that there is something out
there much larger; and possibly even cleverer, than ourselves.

Toplcs for Thought and Discussion

m‘mﬂrenmidxﬂyiu'sﬂﬂrsdm'mmrfmiuﬁﬂ
preacher”? Discuss Ehrenreich's sense of sclentific sanctity—her belief in
a metaphysical practice of science and an ultimate Truth that is the goal of
science. How credible are Ehrenreich’s ideas?
ﬁmhmwmmm'smmhnmmumwﬂ
uses to hook her reader, How does she maintain reader interest?
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