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Shamans and Patent Lawyers 

The issue of 10 December contains an appar- 
ently inadvertent juxtaposition that illustrates 
a gro~ving contradiction between the tralecto- 
ry of certain genetic engineering activities and 
tenets of liberal culture. A short article in 
ScienceScope ("NIH biodiversity grants could 
benefit shamans." D. 1635) announces five . A 

bioprospecting research projects in the Third 
World that would "enrich" traditional heal- 
ers. Another article in News & Comment by 
Constance Holden (p. 164 1) discusses a grow- 
ing split in the discipline of anthropology 
between the physical-biological wing and cul- 
tural anthropology, and it provides a point of 
reference for understanding the fomler article. 

Shamans do not "own" indigenous phar- 
macological lore; they are simply custodians 
of the community's information storehouse. 
The ownership of knowledge and the trap- 
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pings of patents are elements of North 
Atlantic cultures, not Third World ones. 
When I led workshops at the Rio de Janeiro 
EcoSummit in 1992. indigenous leaders 

u 

warned about attempts to impose foreign 
legal and property regimes on their people, 
referring to "the abhorrent position of ac- 
cepting that the living diversity of this 
planet can be reduced to patented private 
property" (1).  In the words of a cultural 
anthropologist quoted by Holden, this is "a 
form of cultural colonialism." 

Do we really believe we can protect and 
preserve indigenous tribes and their cultures 
yet still expect them to partake in a world of 
patent lauyers and infringement litigation! 
Will the white American in his "Banana 
Reoublic" outfit (~ ic tured  and identified in 
the ScienceScope article) help or harm the 
shaman, awkwardly pictured bare-chested 
and unnamed [and thus rendered "invisi- 
ble" (2)]?  Will we destroy his culture in 
order to save it, as we did with Vietnamese 
villages 20 years ago! 

Using what value system does the official 
of the World Resources Institute conclude 
that giving shamans patent rights "would be a 
big step ahead" rather than a step back! 
Certainly not the value system of the Guaymi 
of Panama. a oortion of whose genome was , . - 
the subject of a U.S. patent application [only 
recently withdrawn after strenuous objections 
by the tribe ( 3 ) ] ,  or of Chief Leon Shenan- 
doah of the Onondaga Nation (in New York 
State) who recently ;rged the Nat~onal Scl- 
ence Foundat~on not to fund the Human 
Genome Diversit\ Pro~ect ithat would take , , 
and store genetic samples of several hundred 
isolated and "endangered" human communi- 
ties), calling it "unethical" because "[ilt vio- 
lates the group rights and human rights of our 
peoples and indigenous peoples around the 
world" (4). 

In most indieenous cultures. medicinal 
knowledge is an example of a "group right," 
not the patentable property of shamans or a 
"resource" for First World corporations, 
scientists, "biodiversity experts," or govern- 
ment officials to privatize. 
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