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Smithsonian Science Exhibit 
I I read with great interest Eliot Marshall's 
1 article "Changing of the castle guard" 

(News & Comment, 5 Aug., p. 728). But, 
for personal reasons, I was most interested 
in Faye Flarn's sidebar dealing with the 
exhibit at the Museum of American Historv 
for which I was chief curator, "Science in 
Arnerican Life." The piece requires correc- 
tion and clarification. 

The choice of informants for the article 
fosters an impression that the exhibit de- 
picts science in overwhelmingly negative 
terms-an impression that clashes with the 
actual presentation. In addition to the ex- 
amples noted, the article might well have 
mentioned the exhibit's address to the sci- 
entific research underlying pure food and 
drug laws, to penicillin, to the discovery of 
nylon, to the application of particle accel- 
erators to the quest for a cure for cancer, 
and to a resounding success in gene therapy. 
It is true that the exhibit also deals with 
subjects such as the Bomb, the ozone hole, 
and pesticides. How could an exhibit on 
science in Arnerican life-an exhibit in a 
museum devoted to the understanding of 
American history-ignore matters of such 
importance? What the exhibit is about in 
its broadest terms is an extraordinarily com- 
plex and evolving interrelationship be- 
tween science and society. Had our pres- 
entation of this relationship slighted 
these complexities, the exhibit, and the 
National Museum of Arnerican Historv, 
would have been derelict in their obliga- 
tions to the ~ u b l i c .  

By incorporating a quotation about the 
exhibit not being "what the Srnithsonian 
wanted," the article implies that truth was 
somehow compromised. In fact, the final 
narrative was the product of an open and 
vigorous debate. The article trivializes this 
debate by lending credence to a simplistic 
polarity between an old Du Pont advertis- 
ing slogan about better living through 
chemistry and a desire to depict science as 
"~ol lu t ion  and death." This is ludicrous. 
After a thoroughgoing consideration of 
the diverse perspectives of many others, 
including the members of the advisory 
committee, the exhibit's script reflected 
my best judgment as to an objective and 
balanced presentation. 

Who would denv that science in its so- 
cial context is fraught with complex, subtle, 
and highly debatable issues? Certainly, 
members of the Arnerican scientific com- 

munity do not. Nor did the scientists, soci- 
ologists, historians, and educators on our 
exhibit's advisory committee. Yet, one 
would never get a glimmer of this from the 
article. The committee-which, contrary to 
the article, was jointly appointed by the 
Smithsonian and the Arnerican Chemical 
Society-represented a wide range of opin- 
ions. Had the views of Glenn Seaborg been 
cited (just to name one member who went 
unmentioned), the article would have been 
more balanced. 

Arthur Molella 
Chief Curator, "Science i n  American Life," 

National Museum of American History, 
Washington, D C  20560, U S A  

I was surprised to read in Flam's account 
of the Smithsonian's new exhibit on Sci- 
ence in American Life about "a 5-year 
battle between an advisory committee ap- 
pointed by the 4 C S  [American Chemical 
Society] and curators at the Smithso- 
nian's Museum of American History." As 
a member of the advisory committee since 
its inception, I attended all of the meet- 
ings except one, and like other members 
was asked by the Smithsonian's staff to 
review exhibit content and to provide 
ideas and information as the project 
evolved. 

I was appointed to the committee by 
the Smithsonian, not the ACS. The corn- 
mittee represented a variety of interests 
and professional expertise, and there were 
frequent differences among its members 
about the relative importance of specific 
developments in the history of science in 
the context of Arnerican society. Perhaps 
some members felt that they were in a 
"battle" with the curators, but my expe- 
rience was that our job was to assist and 
advise these scholars. As a historian of 
science I feel that the exhibit builds on a 
solid foundation of historical scholarship 
and provides a well-balanced and honest 
view of science in American life. It nei- 
ther attacks nor celebrates science and 
scientists, but provides museurn visitors 
with an exciting and informative account 
of science as a human and social enter- 
prise reflecting the society in which it is 
nurtured and having important social, eco- 
nomic, and political consequences. Isn't that 
what "scientific literacy" should be about? 

Charles Weiner 
Propam in Science, ~ e c h n A l o ~ ,  and Society, 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 
Cambridge, MA 021 3 9 ,  U S A  

SCIENCE L'OL. 266 7 OCTOBER 1994 13 



The controversy over the Science in Amer- 
ican Life exhibit at the Smithsonian Insti- 
tution. funded bv the American Chemical 
Society, reflects conflicting approaches to 
understanding and explaining the history of 
science. Until very recently, scientists vir- 
tuallv owned the historv of science. The 
History of Science Society was founded by 
practitioner-historians (that is, working sci- 
entists who also wrote the history of sci- 
ence). Practitioner-historians shared the val- 
ues of their scientific colleagues. In their 
hands, the history of science glorified the 
activities of great scientists (mostly male) and 
the inevitable progress of scientific knowl- 
edge, as well as technological control over the 
natural world. However, as more and more 
Ph.D.-trained historians of science entered 
the field, conflict became inevitable. Histori- 
ans of science and practitioner-historians fre- 
quently have very different approaches to the 
subject. Take one critical example. As part of 
graduate education, historians of science are 
trained to recognize and appreciate a variety 
of historiographical perspectives. Historio- 
graphical diversity includes a range of meth- 
ods, theoretical concerns, and intemretative 
frameworks. There is no single canonical in- 
terpretation of the past. The subject is too 
vast; the cast of characters too great. 

The task of the historian is not to discover 
ultimate truth. but rather to construct a care- 
fully researchid, coherent, and convincing 
ex~lanation of selected asDects of human be- 
havior. In short, historians write (and orga- 
nize museum exhibits) from a clearly defined 
historiographical perspective. They explain 
and interpret the development of science as a 
social, political, economic, and intellectual 
process in a carefully defined context. They 
do not feel compelled to justify the ways of 
scientists to the rest of humanity. 

Neither scientists nor their ~rofessional 
organizations can be allowed to practice cen- 
sorship over the activities of historians of 
science. If the American Chemical Society 
wanted a "better living through chemistry" 
celebratory exhibit, they should have hired a 
hall. However, practitioner-historians and 
their patrons should put aside claims of special 
privilege and enter the market place of ideas, 
where explanations and interpretations open- 
ly compete for approval and support. 

John Lankford 
Office of the Provost, and 

Department of History, 
Kansas State University, 

Manhattan, KS 66506-01 13, U S A  

Beta-Carotene and the 
Prevention of Cancer 

In her 22 April News & Comment article 
(p. 500), Rachel Nowak comments on the 

Finnish study ( I )  on the effects of supple- 
ments of beta-carotene on the incidence of 
lung cancer among heavy smokers in Fin- 
land. Beta-carotene appeared to markedly 
increase the incidence of the cancer, and 
she notes that "the Finnish study has trig- 
gered calls for a moratorium on health 
claims about antioxidant vitamins." More- 
over, a similar conclusion has been widely 
published in the general press, one that has 
probably confused many readers who had 
been told by scientists for several years that 
beta-carotene is among the best candidates 
for the prevention of cancer. 

However, the dosage schedule of the 
supplementation of beta-carotene and the 
additive used in the Finnish study (1 ) might 
have been far from optimal. First, Finnish 
volunteers received a daily supplement for 
several years, which resulted in an increase 
in the concentration of beta-carotene in 
their serum, from a median value of 0.18 
milligram per liter to 3.0 milligrams per liter 
(I ). It is well known that beta-carotene is 
converted to vitamin A (retinol) in the 
body. Even very high doses of beta-carotene 
supplementation do not result in a signifi- 
cant increase in the concentration of reti- 
noids in the serum under normal condi- 

tions. Moreover, it has been suggested, on 
the basis of experimental and clinical stud- 
ies, that retinol is an anticarcinogen (2). 
This suggestion has led to the study of 
vitamin A in lung cancer chemoprevention 
(2). But there is also some evidence that 
dietary vitamin A can increase the risk of 
cancer at some sites (3). Thus the supple- 
mentation of beta-carotene could result in a 
significant increase in the concentration of 
retinoids in the serum of heavy smokers, 
because smoking can result in a disturbance 
of the metabolism of beta-carotene and reti- 
noids. Furthermore, it is known that, at 
high concentrations, retinoids can promote, 
rather than prevent, the development of 
lung cancer in experimental animals (4). 
Thus, a question arises concerning the con- 
centration of vitamin A in the serum of the 
studied people before and after supplemen- 
tation. 

Second, some exogenous antioxidants 
could convert into pro-oxidants, and to 
avoid such conversion, it is necessary to 
stabilize them. Beta-carotene stabilized in 
different mixtures of nontoxic antioxidants 
(5) has been found to decrease the frequen- 
cy of cancer in hamsters and rats. In addi- 
tion, the stabilized form of beta-carotene 
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