
Vignettes: Book Promotion 

[Oliver] Lodge was an early convert to Maxwell's electromagnetic theory. He 
bought a copy of the TreatiseLon Electricity and Magnetisrnlafter hearing it praised 
at the 1873 meeting of the British Association [for the Advancement of Science]; 
the bookseller, he said, grumbled that it was "a product of the over-educated." 

-Bruce J .  Hunt, in The Maxwellians (Cornell University Press) 

In Philadelphia almost everybody reads "The Voice of the Dolphins," five stories of 
political and social satire by Leo Szilard. (In second printing Simon & Schuster; 
paperback $1) on sale in the Harvard Coop. If you do not buy it to-day you will 
forget it. 

-Advertising copy written by Szilard, as quoted by William Lanouette in 
Genius in the Shadows: A Biography of Leo Sxilard, 

the Man Behind the Bomb (Scribner) 

keeping pace, a lag that contributed to the 
financial disaster of the 1970s as utilities 
had to "backfit" safety features. 

Containing the Atom, although smoothly 
written, is hardly casual reading. But any- 
one who has followed one or more of the 
issues in the debate over nuclear energy will 
find chapters of interest here, as most of the 
abiding questions were first asked in the 
1960s. What is striking is how few had been 
resolved, and how much the technology 
and its regulation were still evolving, in 
197 1. Anyone interested in the interplay of 
democracy, technology, and expertise will 
be stimulated by these stories. 

One of the book's lessons is that skeptics 
have an important role to play in the devel- 
opment of risky technologies. Civilian nu- 
clear reactors, in an age when fossil-fuel 
prices and energy costs were falling, lacked 
the urgency of the wartime Manhattan Proj- 
ect, but they were nonetheless promoted 
with an impatient enthusiasm that dismissed 
omonents as ill-informed or malevolent . . 
(communists, for instance, or agents of the 
coal industry). The AEC tended to dismiss 
not only protestors (who in the 1960s were 
often less informed than those of the '70s) 
but iournalists who oointed out the lack of 
evidence for nuclear energy's safety and 
cheapness (Science, for one, published some 
skeptical reportage) and unconvinced scien- 
tists (including many who worked within the 
AEC's vast empire). In too many instances 
the skeptics proved right. 

In the absence of solid evidence about 
the effects of a technology, one can only 
base oredictions on one's intuitions about 
how the world works: about the rapidity of 
technological development, about the com- 
petence of experts, about the ability of 
private corporations to balance profits and 
public safety, about the willingness of gov- 

ernment regulators to oversee those corpo- 
rations. Walker tells the story of people 
who, albeit with frequent exceptions, had 
an unquestioning faith in technology, ex- 
perts, electric utilities, and government 
regulators. Other voices, of those who 
lacked that faith, were systematically ex- 
cluded. But it is also the story of the 
skeptics' persistence, so that by 197 1, 
whether right or wrong, they could no 
longer be ignored. There can be no simple 
explanation for the emotional controversy 
over nuclear energy, but Walker has pro- 
vided much valuable raw material for build- 
ing a complex one. 
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