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In 1978, Dr, . Roy Vagelos, then head of the Merck research labs, received
provoc ative memorandum from a senior researcher in parasitology, Dr, Willian
(i, Campbell, Dr. Campbell had made an intriguing observation while W()rkmp,
Wil Ivermectin, a new antiparasitic compound under investigation for use in
animals,
Campbell thought that ivermectin .might be the answer to a diseasc
called river blindness that plagued millions in the Third World. But to find
out i Campbell’s hypothesis had merit, Merck would have to spend millions
ol dollars to develop the right formulation for human use and to conduct
the field trials in the most remote parts of the world. Even if these efforts
produced an effective and safe drug, virtually all of those afflicted with river
hlindness could not afford to buy it. Vagelos, originally a university re-
searcher but by then a Merck executive, had to decide whether to invest in
research for a drug that, even 1if successful, might never pay for itself.

RIVER BLINDNESS

River blindness, formally known as_onchocerciasis, was a disease labeled by the
World Health Organization (WHO) as a pubhc health and socioeconomic
problem of considerable magnitude in over 35 developing countries
throughout the Third World. Some 85 million people in thousands of tiny
settlements throughout Africa and parts of the Middle East and Latin Amer-
iIca were thought to be at risk. The cause: a parasitic worm carried by a tiny
black fly which bred along fast-moving rivers. When the flies bit humans—a
single person could be bitten thousands of times a day—the larvae of a par-

asitic worm, Onchocerca volvulus, entered the body.
P IR e o
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Lhese worms grew (o more than two feet i length, causing grotesque
bt relatvely innocuous nodales i the skin, 'The veal hiorm began when the
ol worms reproduced, releasing millions ol microscopic offspring, known
o ttcrobilacine, which swarmed through body tissue. A terrible itching re-
ailted wo bad that some victims committed suicide. After several years, the
acrolthviae caused lesions and depigmentation of the skin. Eventually they
ivided the eyes, olten causing blindness.

Lhe World Health Organization estimated in 1978 that some 340,000
people were blind because of onchocerciasis, and that a million more suf-
red Trom varying degrees of visual impairment. At that time, 18 million or
e people were infected with the parasite, though half did not yet have
crious symptoms. In some villages close to fly-breeding sites, nearly all res-
ilente were infected and a majority of those over age 45 were blind. In such
places, 1t was said, children believed that severe itching, skin infections and
Llindness were simply part of growing up.

In desperate efforts to escape the flies, entire villages abandoned fertile
denn near rivers, and moved to poorer land. As a result, food shortages were
tegquent, Community life disintegrated as new burdens arose for already im-
poverished families.

I he discase was first identified in 1893 by scientists and in 1926 was found
i he related to the black flies. But by the 1970s, there was still no cure that
conld salely be used for community-wide treatment. Two drugs, diethylcarba-
mazine (DECG) & Suramin, were useful 1 killing the parasite, but both had
wvere side effects in infected individuals, needed close monitoring, and had
cven caused deaths. In 1974, the Onchocerciasis Control Program was created
(- he administered by the World Health Organization, in the hope that the
tHiew could be killed through spraying of larvacides at breedmg sites, but suc-
conn wils slow and uncertain. The flies in many areas developed resistance to
the treatment, and were also known to disappear and then reinfest areas.

MIRCK & CO., INC.

Merck & Coy, Ine: was, in 1978, one of the largest producers of prescription
Jirugs in the world. Headquartered in Rahway, New Jersey, Merck traced 1its
anging to Germany 1 1668 when Friedrich Jacob Merck purchased an
ipothecary i the city of Darmstadt. Over three hundred years later, Merck,
huving become an American firm, employed over 23,000 people and had
aperations all over the world.

In the late 1970s, Merck was coming off a 10-year drought in terms of
new products. For nearly a decade, the company had relied on two pre-
swription drugs for a significant percentage of its approximately $2 billion in
annual sales: Indocin, a treatment for rheumatmd arthritis, and Aldomet, a
ireatment for high blood pressure. (Heney W, Gadsden, ‘Merck’s chief exec-
itive from 1965 to 1976, along with his successor, John JwHoran, were con-
cerned that the 17-year patent protection on Merck’s two big moneymakers
would soon expire, and began investing an enormous amount in research.

Merck management spent a great deal of money on research because it
lknew that its success ten and twenty years in the future critically depended
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close some doors and open others. When a Merck rese:*ard}er camzsa;:rgzsi
an apparent breakthrough—either in an unexpected d1r<ai§t1(?n; orreseamh
rivative of the original lead—he or she would conduct pre‘lmlnfrtyhe o art:
[l the idea proved promising, it was brought to the attention o P

B llﬁv};er;d;ear, Merck’s research divisif)n held a large rewew;;r;:;(t::;ga na(tl.
which all research programs were exammed_. Projects were coor bl']'t'es b
consolidated, established programs were reviewed and new possibiliti .
considered. Final approval on research was not made, however, l]-_%nch N
head of research met later with a committee of scientific a%mspg%f tie ]iI])<e-
tential program was extensively reviewed, analyzed on the asis Otia] o
lihood of success, the existing market, competition, po eE . ‘Si()]}],
problems, manufacturing feasibility and patent status before the dec
was made whether to allocate funds for continued experimentation.

THE PROBLEM OF RARE DISEASES AND POOR CUSTOMERS

Many potential drugs offered little chance of financial return. Some diseascs

were so rare that treatments developed cpuld never be prlc?g.lrllgél ;I?]()l:ﬁ l(l
to recoup the investment in research, whﬂ_e other diseases a - }f_ eS hq(]y]im.
poor in rural and remote areas of the Third World. These victims hz

ied ability to pay even a small amount for drugs or treatment. -
n the United States, Congress. sought to_encourage drug compa v
conduct research on rare diseases. In 1978 legislation had bein l{m-]]):,}:i{.\,[.
which would grant drug companies tax benefits anc} sev;,ny(;az fj:h[(]imlinp
marketing rights if they would manufacture drugs1 ljor“ (~“Tih LLd fu .
fewer than 200,000 Americans. It was expected that this "orphan drug” |
pram would eventually be passed into law. : e
" There was, however, no U.S. or 1nternauqnal program t m.' “i(. o o
incentives for companies to clcvelop. drugs tor diseases I'I%T‘.“w; |){I,“:(. w:.;.q
which afflicted millions of the poor in the Th'n‘d Wm:ld. l ?(..(m'); ) -l,--mi,'.
that some Third World government, '[f‘()lll"ld'atlf)l], or llll.f‘:'ll];lll‘lt):‘l.lll -{:Ih'-M -;|
tion might step in and partially fund the distribution of a drug that had |
ready been developed.

LS

IHE DISCOVERY OF IVERMECTIN

The process of investigating promising drug ('mnlum‘mlsi ‘T’TH -illw;l):t,:::::H{h]':l
bhorious and fraught with failure. For every I)Il:ll'lll:l(f‘tlllltl.l mnwl o m.;.,;
became a “product (‘;mtli(l:ll(%,j' llml.ls:ln(ls ol tla_llw.l's I;“'hlt 'ln n::;h the e
rudimentary pre-clinical tests for safety ;}11{1 clhicacy. er| | :'m mI B
Latlure, it became especially important for .(l‘rup,‘ companies LO) I..IT-l‘ | .I S—
cated research managers who could identily the most produactive rese
: ¥ ‘il . '

H“*“;\fl}:l-::la had long been a pionceer in developing majo ml'w. .;::t;'l;':nt;:'
compounds, beginning with penicilline and streptomycin i the 1

the 19708, Merck Sharp & Dohme Rescarch Laboratories were continiing
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this tradition. To help investigate for new microbial agents of potential
therapeutic value, Merck researchers obtained 54 soil samples from the
Kitasato Institute of Japan in 1974. These samples seemed novel and the
researchers hoped they might disclose some naturally occurring antibi-
otics. As Merck researchers methodically put the soil through hundreds

of tests, Merck scientists were pleasantly surprised to detect strong an-_.
tiparasitic activity in Sample No. OS3153, a scoop of soil dug up at a golf

course near Ito, Japan, The Merck labs quickly brought together an in-
terdisciplinary“téam to try to 1solate a pure active ingredient from the mi-
crobial culture. The compound eventually isolated—ivermectin—proved
to have an astonishing potency and effectiveness against a wideé range of
parasites in cattle, swine, horses and other animals. Within a year, the Merck
team also began to suspect that a group of related compounds discovered
in the same soil sample could be effective against many other intestinal worms,
mites, ticks and insects.

After toxicological tests suggested that ivermectin would be safer than
related compounds, Merck decided to develop the substance for the animal
health market. In 1978 the first ivermectin-based animal drug, Ivomec, was
nearing approval by the U.S. Department of Agriculture and foreign regu-
latory bodies. Many variations would likely follow: drugs for sheep and pigs,
horses, dogs, and others. Ivomec had the potential to become a major ad-
vance in animal health treatment.

As clinical testing of ivermectin progressed in the late 1970s, Dr. William
Campbell’s ongoing research brought him face-to-face with an Intriguing hy-
pothesis. Ivermectin, when tested in horses, was effective against the micro-
filariae of an exotic, fairly unimportant gastrointestinal parasite, Onchocerca
cervicalis. This particular worm, while harmless in horses, had characteristics
similar to the insidious human parasite that causes river blindness,
Onchocerca volvulus.

Dr. .Campbell wondered: Could ivermectin be formulated to work
against the human parasite? Could a sate, effective drug suitable for
community-wide treatment of river blindness be developed? Both Campbell
and Vagelos knew that it was very much a gamble that it would succeed. Fur-
thermore, both knew that even if Success were attained, the economic via-
bility of such a project would be nil. On the other hand, because such a
significant amount of money had already been invested in the development
of the animal drug, the cost of developing a human formulation would be
much less than that for developing a new compound. It was also widely be-
lieved at this point that lvermectin, though still in its final development
stages, was likely to be very successful.

A decision to proceed would not be without risks. If a new derivative
proved to have any adverse health effects when used on humans, its repu-
tation as a veterinary drug could be tainted and sales negatively affected, no
matter how irrelevant the experience with humans. In early tests, ivermectin
hiad had some negative side ellectson some.specilic species of mammals. Dr
Brinn Duke of the Armed Forces Institute of Pathology in Washington, D.C.,
sid the crossspecies effectiveness of antiparasitic drugs are unpredictable,
and there s "always i worry thiat some rice or subsection of the human pPop:-
ulation™ might be adversely nffeced Isolated instances of harm to humans
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or improper use in Third World settings might also raise some unsettling
questions: Could drug residues turn up in meat eaten by humans? Would
any human version of ivermectin distributed to the Third World be diverted
into the black market, undercutting sales of the veterinary drug? Could the
drug harm certain animals in unknown ways?

Despite these risks, Vagelos wondered what the impact might be of turn-
ing down Campbell’s proposal. Merck had built a research team dedicated
to alleviating, human suffering. What would a refusal to pursue a possible
treatment for river blindness do to morale? o

Ultimately, it was Dr. Vagelos who had to make the decision whether to

fund research toward a treatment for river blindness.

Does Business Fthics Make Economic Sense?

AMARTYA SEN

I. INTRODUCTION

‘o

I begin not with the need for business ethics, but at the other end—the 1dea
that many people have that there is no need for such ethics. That convic-
tion is quite widespread among practitioners of economics, though 1t 18
more often taken for granted implicitly rather than asserted explicitly. We
have to understand better what the conviction rests on, to be able to see 1ts
inadequacies. Here, as in many other areas of knowledge, the importance
of a claim depends to a great extent on what it denies.:

How did this idea of the redundancy of ethics get launched in eco
nomics? The early authors on economic matters, from Aristotle and Kautily:
(in ancient Greece and ancient India respectively—the two were contempo
raries, as it happens) to medieval practitioners (including Aquinas, Ockham,
Maimonides, and others), to the economists of the early modern age
(William Petty, Gregory King, Francois Quesnay, and others) were all mu I
concerned, in varying degrees, with ethical analysis. In one way or another,
they saw economics as a branch of “practical reason,” in which concepts ol
the good, the right and the obligatory were quite central.

What happened then? As the “official” story goes, all this changed with
~Adam_Smith, who can certainly be described—rightly—as the father of
“modern economics. He made, so it is said, economics scientific and i
headed, and the new economics that emerged in the nineteenth and twen
tieth centuries was all ready to do business, with no ethics to keep it tied
to “morals and moralizing.” That view of what happened-——with Smith

Lamont University Professor, and Professor ol Feonomics and Philosophy, ot Pharvaed Ehd
versity, A paper presented ad the International Conference on the thios of Bosdiess igon Caledid
II.FI-I”“”I“I- I'{_hl ™ l:'lll‘llllnllh (l‘l]lll* (1 r\l.lll I‘ llllltl I{'|||“|I||I ln' Ilrllllli;uhlll 'l‘ |'“ -”“'llﬂ
Amartvie Sen, Undversity of Cambridge, and Business Ethics Quarterfy, Janniaty LOON, vol By T
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st » . .
,.h.;;ng. tél(? decisive shooting of business and economic ethics—is
¢llected 1 volumes of professional economic writings, but has even

1.Iw.‘ status of getting intp the English literature via a limerick by Stepk
cock, who was both a literary writer and an economist: .

Adam, Adam, Adam Smith
Listen what I charge you with!
Didn’t you say

In a class one day

I'hat selfishness was bound to pay?
Of all doctrines that was the Pith.
Wasn’t it, wasn’t it, wasn’t it, Smith?!

. |l‘ I‘u' 1_nlti3rest In going over this bit of history—or alleged histors

I¢, at least for this conference, in scholastic curlosity. I belie J
portant to see how that ethics-less view of economics and'busi g
11 m':!vr 0 understand what it is that is being missed out Asne'stS }?
(hit bit of potted history of “who killed business ethics” is alitogetlherc

1. EXCHANGE, PRODUCTION AND DISTRIBUTION

et back, then, to Adam Smith. Indeed, he did try to make econ
dhiific, and to a great extent was successful in this task. within th O1rp
whint was P ssible then. While that part of the alleged histor 1S 11 ﬁil :
Certininly lllfl much to enhance the scientific status of econoglif: l;g 1:1
tether mistaken is the idea that Smith demonstrated—or bel'S , VE{ (
ol t|¢‘IIIIlIIHll'ill('.(l-—l'.he redundancy of ethics in economic ancielzflsirt
; e In'ulcl-ml_. quite the contrary. The Professor of Moral Philosoph |
Hiversity ol Glasgow—for that is what Smith was—was as interest (){
Hiportimee o ethies in behavior as anyone could have been II:i:eS"’e '
wenee how the odd reading of Smith—as a “no-nonsense”‘ kls e
voie and business ethics—has come about. peltint
Perhaps the most widely quoted remark of Adam Smith is the one
iutcher, the brewer and the baker in The Wealth of Nations: “It
o the I.n*uvvnlvm'v ol the butcher, the brewer, or the bak til
perboue dinmer, but from their regard to their OW;I Interest Wir ddat *-'-
Sveno ot o their humanity but to their selflove. "2 'iﬂhedl’? tf
cower and the baker want our money, and we want-tl;éir rcrrduclit1 o
e benefits us all. There would seem to be no neeg for anS:r atj
e o otherwise—in bringing about this betterment of all tl}llee :
dhved AL that is needed is regard for our own respective interesi::

ket o meant o do the rest | 11 O]
* rest i bringing ¢
hanges ging about the mutually g

|’il

Lo moddern 1'lnlllll1llil'h this Smithian tribute to self-interest is cited
y Il:z‘u:;mr:-uitl:rl':il WIII!I ﬁtlt'lu vm'.luisi\iily that one 15 inclined to we
oy S & 1:“. y passage of .‘wn.nlll l‘|I:I| 18 read these days, Whe
Y wiggests Smith did argue in this passage that the pursuif
Lwonld do fine to motivate the ex hiange of :‘nnmuuliliv! ”:Ill IIET
e cliiim, even though it s Tall of WHIHil‘I tul tnsighis in (l:;\’lll.llllilll‘



