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I am an Enemy of the People.
David G. Stephenson


The genius of great playwrights is to reduce timeless, global themes to the performance of a handful of actors in a contemporary, mundane setting on a small stage.  Yet future generations can recognise the struggles and aspirations of the characters as own. The great playwright of the nineteenth century, Henrik Ibsen produced his play produced his play “An Enemy of the People” for the first time in 1885, and yet today its portrayal of the interaction between a practitioner of science and the powers that be of politics and commerce is entirely fresh, relevant and accurate.
The play opens in a small northern town with the local medical officer of health, being hailed as a heroic benefactor of the town.  Thanks to his discovery of a mineral spring in the mountains above the town the municipality is now the site of a thriving spa. As visitors have flooded in to take the waters local businesses have thrived. The mayor and the head of the chamber of commerce shower the medical officer with congratulations.  The medical officer, however, is a conscientious scientist and is not satisfied to simply accept the profits accruing from his discovery. Unwisely, he seeks knowledge of what is in the water that has brought wealth to the town.  To his dismay he discovers that is contaminated with the microscope forms of life we know today as colliform bacteria. 
Being a responsible council employee, he immediately informs his superiors that the spa must be closed or its customers will fall ill. Their response is, at first, muted and he is quietly told consider the well being of the town that employs him and shut up. When he persists and threatens to go public he is warned that he would lose his job if he continues and he should think about his loved ones who depend on him.  He refuses to be silenced and when he publicises his concerns he and his science are ridiculed. After all, who in 1885 would believe that creepy crawlies that can only be seen under the microscope could make a person sick? During the course of the play it is revealed that the medical officer of health had originally advised the investors in the spa that they should take their water from high up on the mountain where it was clean. They, however, knowing nothing of science, and caring even less, ignored his costly advice and located the spa’s intake below the local tannery. 
By the end of the play the medical officer of health has been declared “An Enemy of the People”by the town and been ostracised. He has lost his position and has been deserted by all but his closest friends. 

Nothing has changed since 1885! For today’s practitioners of politics and business science is the art of discovering profitable intellectual properties, products and processes.  To their minds the scientist is an overqualified and dangerously unpredictable technician tasked with finding minerals, inventing widgets, and producing patented processes, compounds and life forms.  Prosperity is the foundation of political success. If a scientist founds an industry, or sets up a company and makes large sums of money for investors then the scientist is a benefactor and a hero, and will be rewarded with titles, prizes and public recognition.  

The opposite of ignorance is knowledge. The fruits of ignorance are doubt, fear, superstition, incompetence and poverty. Knowledge has an intrinsic value beyond price. As our peer reviewed, proven knowledge of the world and universe in which we live and of which we are a part has expanded human society has been unaccountably enriched. In part, that enrichment will inevitably be reflected as economic activity and financial wealth. Knowledge, however, cannot be partial. Every science based technological breakthrough will be circumscribed by knowledge of its limits and the costs of its misuse. We ignore that knowledge at our long term peril.  For technology is the study of tools and their uses. The tool is only as productive as the hand and mind that guides it allows it to be. The finest tool held by the incompetent, moved by greed or wielded in fear can create neither beauty nor substance. 
For three decades governments around the world have tried to reduce the search for knowledge to a hunt for financial returns. Scientific research has become “Hi-Tech R and D”, or if you wish mindless, fast buck, greed driven, toy making.  Scientific research could only be justified and was only supported if it obviously ‘stimulated industry’, and so has been consumed by market forces.  Life time careers were replaced by short term tightly managed contracts whose results were predetermined. Knowledge has become partial, and Truth is halved.  The community of science has devolved into a market of information peddlers selling closely contained, labelled, legally bottled intellectual properties to the highest bidder.  Research institutes have degenerated into industrial subsidiaries. Peer review is no longer a means to share, perfect and multiply of hard won knowledge. It is a closely accounted mechanism of industrial quality control. 

Today scientific knowledge is only relevant if it can be sold, for price is the only measure of value our modern civilization recognises.  Even knowledge with a clear and direct impact on the well being of the community at large, like knowing what is in the public water supply, is irrelevant if it is not reflected by  fickle, immediate public concerns or promises possible financial returns. Everyone is entitled to a hobby in their free time, and searching for knowledge is of no more consequence than stamp collecting and pond hockey. Scientists, however, are not employed to waste corporate time and money on trivia. 
“Every action has an equal and opposite reaction.” Newton’s third law of motion is one of the great principles of science, and is but a restatement of the universal law. “There is no free lunch.”  No activity is without cost, and economic activity is no exception. Financial returns must be balanced against the price paid by the extended human society.  Certain damnation, however, awaits the scientist who suggests, even hints, that some currently profitable activity, might result in costs to individuals or the human community as a whole that far out weighing any financial gain.  When weighted against the gold brick of financial and political returns, human wellbeing rests as the lightest of feathers.

Science based technology has made the modern world, but every advance exacts its toll, and if the balance of Nature is not respected the long term consequences of technical and commercial progress may be terrible. In recent years the toxicity of the Vinyl monometer was disregarded, tobacco companies waged a campaign of dynamic ignorance to discredit research that linked smoking to lung cancer, and for a quarter of a century predictions that fossil fuel burning would lead to global warming were ridiculed by those involved in the production of oil and coal.   

Most recently Canadians watched the sad Lynda Keen affair. An aging nuclear reactor was declared unsafe by the national nuclear watchdog and was not allowed to restart after an overhaul. This reactor was one of the few worldwide manufacturing short lived isotopes for medical purposes. The media were immediately filled with sound bites of worried doctors predicting that their patients might die. The operators of the reactor and the head of the watchdog agency were hauled before parliament and the shut down order was overridden.
 The Canadian Prime Minister confidently and absolutely predicted that there would be no accident. No scientist or engineer would dare make such a pronouncement.  The probability of failure may have been small, and arguably negligibly small, but in this imperfect world it is never zero.  Of course, the real problem parliament had to address was not that patients in far off hospitals might die, but that the company handling the isotopes was facing a major financial loss.  The affair climaxed came when the head of the nuclear agency was summarily dismissed at 10 o’clock on the night before she was due to address a parliamentary committee on the subject. 

I am a scientist.  I once wrote a review of the Brundtland Committee report ‘Our Common Future.’ It ended: “To paraphrase poet Wilfred Owen as he looked out over the blood, filth and waste of the Flanders trenches:  ‘All a scientist can do today is warn’.” Alas the editor of ‘Canadian Research’ overlooked a disclaimer decoupling the review from my employment in the Federal Government. Immediately I was contacted from on high and told to shut up. “If you want to write this sort of thing, go to a University and do it there. Your mistake was writing this sort of thing at all, it is not policy”. Modern universities are businesses like any other. They hustle for grants and in return sell intellectual properties to the highest bidder.  Intellectual excellence, knowledge and wisdom are irrelevant for they cannot be sold in market.  We live in a market society, everything is owned by someone or another, and everything has its price. When everything is for sale, we are all whores. 
Alas, nothing has changed since 1885. Unarguably scientists have been the benefactors of modern civilisation. There is not one aspect of modern life that has not been touched, and overwhelmingly touched for the better, by the application of scientific knowledge. That application must be restrained by knowledge of the environment in which we participate. It is knowledge that prudence dictates should always exceed our technological grasp. The winning of that knowledge must be recognised as worthy of support that is independent of the narrow parochial interests of business and politics, for scientific knowledge inevitably collides with the selfish interests of the market. 
 Our knowledge will always be flawed, the need for discovery and refinement will never end, yet it is our only shield against self inflicted disaster. The practitioners of science are human and as individuals are subject to all the human frailties. The formalities of the peers of science evolved to balance out the biases, personality traits and technical failings of its participants. The consensus of science must be respected and supported as a public good that cannot be strained through the petty spread sheets of the manager and accountant.  Individually the scientist needs the freedom from narrowly managed project goals and strangling time constraints to explore intellectually and physically. If they are to fulfil their proper role in a modern technical civilization their work must not be directed by partisan politician interests. In taking advantage of the results of scientific research, those who direct the fortunes of business and industry must respond with a magnanimity that will accept science is not partial and exists to limit and even rebuff the over eager and ill advised pursuit of profit.  
Ibsen’s play ‘The Doll’s House’ was an indictment of the status of women in the nineteenth century and a plea for understanding, opportunity and respect between the sexes. That play still speaks to us, but we hear it as an echo from a past separated from us by a century of emancipation, political empowerment and expanding human rights. Scientists are still manifestly “Enemies of the People” and at best are treated as an amusing waste of resources and a worst as potential threats by those who have won power and control wealth.  The time has come for a new beginning.  Science must be allowed to take its proper place before the van of the march of progress, from where it can lead with daring and respect to the global human and physical environment. Science and its practitioners have to be respected and supported independently of the narrowing demands of politics and business. If the straining fabric of our science based civilization is not to rip and shred in a whirlwind sown by selfish opportunism and wilful ignorance the message within Ibsen’s cautionary tale must be heeded.





THE END

