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difficult for them to capture the hearts of 
their audieilce. 

Yet it was the hearts that mattered. In 
several public debates, scientists argued 
succiilctly and quietly yet lost to the eino- 
tioilal charm of Ruth Gonseth. Uneino- 
tioilal reasoiliilg was a blunt weapon ill 
fighting this emotional issue. Scientists 
are trained to hone the logic of their brain, 
but not that of their heart. 

The public inedia had no difficulty 
with that logic. Whereas the Base1 nemJs- 
papers stood firmly behind science, other 
large-circulation Swiss newspapers and 
even Swiss television pandered openly to 
publ ic  fears ,  somet imes  stoopiilg to  
grotesque distortions. 

In January 1996, a poll showed that 62% 
of the voters rejected gene technology, 
25% supported it, and 13% were undecid- 
ed. Ttvo years later, the percentages were 
47, 26, and 27 (2). Alarmed by these iluin- 
bers, almost 5000 Sm~iss scientists and 
physicians demonstrated on 28 '4pril 1998 
in the streets of Ziirich, Geneva, and Lugano 
for the freedoin of scientific research (3). In 
spite of a few dozen Greenpeace hecklers, 
the demonstratioils were peaceful and 
alerted many voters to the grave threat to 
Switzerland's biomedical research. 

One month before the vote, the fight be- 
came especially bitter and life with hyper- 
bole. Fundameiltalists from both sides had 
their heyday. Visioils of a hapless populace 
poisoned by "gene food" were countered by 
claiins that acceptance of the initiative 
tvould stop biological research altogether. 
The fight sent a rift even though the aca- 
demic commuility, pitting the huinailities 
against the natural sciences. But as voting 
day approached, the public suddenly tilted 
against the initiative. When ballots were 
counted ill the evening of 7 June 1998, 
67% of the voters had rejected the iilitia- 
tive. It failed to carry even a siilgle one of 
the 26 cantons, but it did bare the manifold 
souls of Sm~itzerlaild. Whereas in some 
French-speaking cantons more than 80% 
of the voters rejected the initiatibe, rejec- 
tion by the conservative cantons of Bern and 
Graubiindeil was below 60%. Overall, 74% 
of the men but only 63% of the mJomeil re- 
jected the initiative. The gender bias had 
beell more than twice as high earlier in the 
campaign. As expected rejection correlated 
with educational level, but the correlation 
was weaker than expected (4). 

Analysis of the Vote 
We scientists could coilgratulate ourselves 
that science won and that we can nomJ get 
back to work. Such an attitude would be 
foolish and dangerous, for mJe had massive 
and skillful help froin pharmaceutical 
compailies, and almost a third of the Swiss 

still oppose gene technology. It m~ould be 
equally shortsighted to rejoice in our nenJ 
contacts with the press and our experience 
in arguing with the public. We inay have 
become battle-wise, but we have not yet 
confronted the roots of the conflict. 

What are these roots? Are they the pub- 
lic's scientific illiteracy, its untvillii~gness 
to accept natural science as "culture," its 
unrealistic insistence 011 "zero-risk" ii~ilo- 
vation. or its ro~nantic view of life as a 
perfect, fragile deity succuinbing to the 
slightest human-made imbalance? Are 
such conflicts inevitable if pluralistic soci- 
eties sponsor subgroups whose work they 
do not understand? Or did the initiative 
teach us once again that direct democracy 
is dangerous if it decides coinplex scientif- 
ic and technical issues? 

All of these points are v a l ~ d  and have 
been made before, but none of thein can 
explain what happened. If the initiative 
sprang from scientific illiteracy, why were 
so inany of its key activists scientists or 
physicians? If it aimed at zero-risk food. 
why did it ignore the infinitely greater 
inenaces of cigarettes, alcohol, and junk 
food? And how can we reconcile the initia- 
tibe's em~t io i la l  juggernaut with a 1997 
poll ( 5 )  in which 10 15 Swiss voters ranked 
gene techilology as a ininor problem (8%), 
far behiild uileinploymeilt (82%), health 
(5 I%), and social security (39%)? 

I suggest that this confrontation sprang 
from deeper roots. One of them showed ill 
the debates, in which the public branded 
transgenic plants as obsceile and danger- 
ous follies foisted on consumers by profit- 
hungry corporations. The initiative was 
launched at a time when cornvanies around 
the world expanded globally, merged into 
corporate behemoths, and fired loilg-time 
employees. Many Swiss had begun to view 
multinational companies as heartless gi- 
ants and chose the high-tech products of 
those giants as targets of their frustration. 
Sm~itzerland. one of the world's oldest 
democracies, began to doubt that her elect- 
ed representatives could still reill ill inter- 
national conglomerates, and the public be- 
gan to fear that democratically elected rep- 
resentatives 110 longer decided Switzer- 
land's fate. 

An even deeper root is revealed by the 
observation that the initiative pitted a inale- 
dominated scientific establishment against 
a coalitioil that was led by educated, suc- 
cessful women and supported by inaily of 
Stvitzerland's artists. It tvould be foolish 
and offeilsive to posit that nJomen do sci- 
ence differently than men, but it would be 
equally foolish to deny that they often see 
life's problems from a slightly different 
perspective. Only the combined stereo- 
scopic view of both genders reveals life's 

many dimensioils. Multidimensioilal sensi- 
tivity also defines ail artist. The two best 
vantage points froin which to reflect 011 hu- 
man issues may well be artistic iildividuali- 
ty and an interactive society with its natu- 
ral balance of sex chromosomes. Because 
we selected against both when groomiilg 
our scientific leadership, it has a distorted 
emotional perception and fails to under- 
stand that human beings reasoil with their 
heart as well as their brain. I suggest that 
the artists felt this emotional distortion and 
turned against us (6) .  A male-dominated 
science establishment is not only unjust 
and wasteful of a nation's talent, but also 
socially unstable. Its lack of empathy, its 
aloofiless, and its uilnatural maleness will 
alm~ays render it vulnerable to attack. 

What can we do? I inelltion two poiilts 
that have not received the attelltioil they 
deserbe. 

1) Illcreasing female leadership in sci- 
ence is essential to ensure acceptance of 
science by the public. Doing amJay with 
male doininailce is not a inagnanimous 
gesture but an act of self-interest. 

2) We must restore our bonds with the 
artists. Artists used to be our natural allies, 
but mJe lost them over the course of this 
century. To prevent our scientific meetings 
from becoming trade shotvs, we could rou- 
tinely open or close thein with ail art ex- 
hibit, a coilcert, or a poetry reading. We 
should conviilce our funding agencies that 
sponsoring public debates bettveei~ scien- 
tists and artists or commissioning works of 
art on modern biology is a legitimate and 
effective way to promote public accep- 
tance of science. 

The vote oil this initiative is being, in- 
u 

tensively analyzed and inay well become 
the most researched vote in Swiss political 
history. Scientists should pay attention to 
this analysis a i d  heed ali serious critics 
but should refuse to be deafened bv the 
triple forte of f~~ndameiltalists,  fanatics, 
and foo ls .  What  counts  a re  the qu ie t  
chords of the unailsm~ered question "What 
could scientists do better?" 
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