Scientists and Laymen

In his 20 March editorial “Nature, nur-
ture, and behavior” (p. 1445), Daniel E.
Koshland, Jr., points to recent reports on
the genetic basis of Alzheimer’s disease and
manic depression and their contribution to
the increasingly complex nature-nurture de-
bate. Certainly his conclusion about genetics
and environment is correct—few knowl-
edgeable in the field would argue that be-
havior is entirely one or the other. Instead,
modern research points to a complex combi-
nation of hereditary and environmental fac-
tors, although each apparently contributes
to a different degree, depending on the trait.

Implicit in Koshland’s discussion, howev-
er, is the belief that while scientists are able
to (and presumably do) understand the
complementary roles of nature and nurture,
laymen tend to grasp the polarities—either
nature or nurture is significant for a given
trait but not both. The complex interdepen-
dence of environment and heredity in be-
havior “may seem obvious to a scientist, but
our judges, journalists, legislators, and phi-
losophers have been slow to learn this les-
son.” May I point out that historically many
of the egregious uses of science in the
nature-nurture debate, especially with re-
gard to human intelligence, have been per-
petrated by scientists themselves, not those
Koshland cites as “slow to learn.”

Nonetheless, the answer to the layman’s
confusion about the genetic basis of behav-
ior must extend beyond the criticism typi-
fied in Koshland’s editorial. How does he
expect to resolve the conflict between the
apparent need for scientific training for an
understanding of the issues and the fact that
most policy-makers do not have such train-
ing? After all, most would agree that pru-
dent policy must be based on all the facts,
even if they are initially incomprehensible to
policy-makers. Surely criticism is, at most,
only a small step toward that goal.

The solution is for those who are knowl-
edgeable in the field to write articles and
give talks to those judges, journalists, legis-
lators, and philosophers Koshland unjustly
criticizes. More than ever before, the com-
plexity of the nature-nurture debate requires
direct input from responsible individuals at
the forefront of scientific research. And
while the accurate diffusion of scientific
knowledge to the public happens to some
extent, there is substantial room for im-
provement. It is not enough for a scientist to
be content with his own understanding of
what happens on chromosome 21 when the
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social ramifications (and potential abuses) of
such information are so enormous.
Imagine, for example, what would hap-
pen if lawyers, content with their knowledge
of the legal system, refused to advise and
guide their inherently less knowledgeable
clients. Legal journals might be filled with
criticism of laymen foundering in the courts,
but that would not solve any problems. Is
the example of lawyers avoiding social re-
sponsibility much different from that of
scientists?
Davip Vicror
Eliot House,
Harvard University,
Cambridge, MA 02138

Economic Conversion

In Mark Crawford’s article, “Soviets inter-
ested in study on economic conversion”
(News & Comment, 6 Mar., p. 1133),
Seymour Melman is quoted as saying that
the Executive Branch of the U.S. govern-
ment has “shown no interest in the econom-
ic conversion perspective.” Crawford ap-
pears to concur, adding that “the idea would
appear to run counter to the Reagan Ad-
ministration’s strong defense posture.” Both
of these comments are misleading and over-
simplify a complex issue.

A comprehensive report entitled “Eco-
nomic adjustment/conversion” (1) was pre-
pared by the Pentagon’s Office of Economic
Adjustment and submitted to Congress in
July 1985. It is true that this study was
conducted in response to a congressional
initiative. However, every effort was made
to ensure that the study was complete and
objective. My own experience as author of
one of the chapters certainly supports this
observation.

Additional examples may be cited of re-
search on economic conversion conducted
with the support of other government agen-
cies. The National Science Foundation sup-
ported my study (2) of this topic in the mid-
1970s, which was itself an outgrowth of an
earlier effort financed by the U.S. Arms
Control and Disarmament Agency (3). This
last volume contains the work of distin-
guished scholars of diverse political views,
including Lawrence R. Klein of the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania; Kenneth E. Boulding
of the University of Colorado; Murray Wei-
denbaum of Washington University, ex-
chairman of the Council of Economic Advi-
sors; and Graham T. Allison, dean of Har-
vard’s Kennedy School of Government.
These items just scratch the surface of a
mountain of useful work financed by gov-
ernment agencies.

Crawford concludes by quoting Melman
to the effect that “every President since John
F. Kennedy has ‘followed the lead of the
Pentagon in opposing such [conversion]
legislation.” ” Fine tuning the economy by
legislation is an idea now viewed skeptically
by many economists of various political
persuasions, independent of the “lead of the
Pentagon.” It should be obvious that a
command economy and a market economy
approach the issue of aiding the adjustment
to reduced (or more likely redirected) mili-
tary spending differently. An East-West
symposium to discuss such differences and
related issues could be interesting and possi-
bly useful, provided that participants bring
some degree of economic sophistication and
a sense of realism with them.

BeErNARD Ubis
Department of Economics,
University of Colorado,
Boulder, CO 80309-0256
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Carcinogenicity of p-Dichlorobenzene

In an approach to setting priorities for
cancer prevention, it was suggested that
clinical trials of putative anticarcinogens
may be more cost-effective than the animal
carcinogenicity studies of high-volume
chemicals such as p-dichlorobenzene (1). In
1986, the National Toxicology Program
(NTP) completed carcinogenesis and toxi-
cology studies of p-dichlorobenzene in rats
and mice by the gavage route. The studies
were peer-reviewed by the Technical Re-
ports Review Subcommittee of the NTP
Board of Scientific Counselors. This panel
of nongovernmental scientists concluded
that, under the conditions of the studies, p-
dichlorobenzene—induced adenocarcinomas
of the kidney in male rats caused carcinomas
and adenomas of the liver in both male and
female mice and did not induce neoplasia in
female rats (2).

The International Agency for Research on
Cancer (IARC) reviewed these data in
March 1987 and concluded that there was
sufficient evidence of carcinogenicity in ex-
perimental animals. There were no data in
humans, but the JARC Working Group
placed 1,4-dichlorobenzene into Group
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