
Letters 

What is history of science, and who 
should speak for the past? In his review 
of my book, The Molecular Vision of Life: 
Ca{tech, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the 
Rise of the New Biology! in the spring issue 
of Engineering & Science, Robert Sinshei
mer reaches a curious verdict. He 
writes, "Kay clearly belongs to the 
school of historical determinism that 
maintains the view that the course of 
scientific progress cannot be autono
mous, butis always a response to cul
tural, usually political and economic, 
forces." I take this as praise! Historical 
determinism-the thesis that certain 
forces shape historical processes-is 
a fundamental premise of historical 
scholarship, and demonstrating that 
the development of science is a genuine 
historical process is one of the principal 
challenges to historians. For example, 
how do intellectual and technocratic 
elites shape, and how are they shaped 
by, social and political agendas? 

That such a scholarly goal and its 
attainment constitute a first-order 
accomplishment in die history profes
sion, while deemed subversive by many 
scientists, underscores the essential ten
sion between the two professions. To be 
sure, this tension over who speaks for the 
past can be healthy and productive, pro
viding it is governed by mutual scholar
ly respect and authentic interpretations 
of the arguments. 
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Thus I cannot fault Sinsheimer (or 
others from Caltech) for being scandal
ized given his reading of my interpretive 
framework. For he drew precisely the 
conclusions that I warn against in the 
lengthy introduction to my book: 1) that 
the Rockefeller Foundation had a hidden 
agenda of social control; 2) that individ
ual scientists were manipulated and co
opted by the Rockefeller Foundation; 
and 3) that "human betterment" 
amounted to conspiracy or a Machiavel
lian plot. Indeed, as he rightly con
cludes, such lessons border on the 
ludicrous. 

I do, however, fault Sinsheimer for 
misreading my thesis. As I make clear: 

1) There was nothing covert abour 
the Rockefeller Foundation's interests in 
social control; it was not a "hidden de
sign." Quite the contrary, the trustees 
and officers explicitly and openly stated 
these goals in many of their documents, 
which I quote verbatim. I do not accuse 
or condemn but explain how their prem
ises and specific formulations of social 
control were congruent with their com
mitment to the political and economic 
framework of pre-World War II Ameri
ca. (Articulations of social control in 
18th-century France or 19th-century 
China looked quite different.); 

2) Individual scientists weie not 
manipulated and science was not co
opted by the Rockefeller Founda.tion or 
by Caltech trustees. Throughout the 
book I show how Millikan, Noyes, 
Morgan, Pauling, Delbriick, and Beadle 
"used" the Rockefeller Foundation as 
much as the Foundation "used" them. 
These were strong-willed, farsighted 
individuals who, as Rockefeller advisers, 
often told the officers how to plan. They 

were neither helpless pawns nor co
conspirators, as Sinsheimer portrays my 
account. I clearly say in my book (pages 
8-11) that, being cut of the same cul
tural cloth, the managers of science, 
Rockefeller Foundation officers, and 
Caltech's trustees shared a Weltanschau-

. ung, yet I stress that this did not consti
tute an explicit agreement on all aspects 
of programs and policies. The complex 
problem in political theory of how intel
lectual elites fit into social agendas has 
been extensively studied, and it is on 
this body of knowledge that I base my 
analysis. 

3) It does not take top-down coercion 
. or a Machiavellian plot to get groups of 
people to cooperate. Any scientist with 
leadership experience must know that 
successful power sharing is predicated on 
compromises-some explicit, some 
tacit, sometimes unconscious. Scientists 
have always worked within bounded and 
negotiated autonomies. Today's con
straints are different from those of the 
1930s, but there have always been con
straints on the course of science. Thus, 
rather than co-optation, I see the rise of 
molecular biology as a nuanced co
production of scientific knowledge by 
patrons and researchers. 

That the Rockefeller Foundation had 
a shaping power in molecular biology is 
hardly news; there has been excellent 
scholarship on this topic. There are also 
outstanding works showing how insti
tutions (including Caltech) and social 
trends have shaped (though not deter~ 
mined) the cOllrse of modern science. My 
work, which links social, institutional, 
and cognitive agendas, is not revisionist; 
it is squarely within the mainstream of 
history of science. ' 



Sinsheimer laments that such detailed 
scholarship should have been placed in 
the service of a distorting, revisionist 
ideology. This is strange. Had I written 
a hagiography of molecular biology at 
Caltech under the aegis of the Rocke
feller Foundation, would scientists view 
my account as ideology-free? Curiously, 
a history is pronounced ideological when 
it challenges the dominant version of 
the past. I did not come to this subject 
with an ideological bias. It was the 
archival documents, primary sources, 
and earlier historical works that shaped 
my interpretation. 

I genuinely regret that, by the mis
reading of my thesis, the book has 
caused Sinsheimerand others dismay 
and that they feel affronted. It is im
portant to keep in mind that. this book 
is not primarily about individuals but 
about mechanisms, about how science as 
a system worked in a specific historical 
context. Individuals are certainly crucial 
elements in such a process, but surely 
the scientific whole is greater than the 
sum of its individual parts. (The social 
responsibility of scientists is another 
topic deserving separate discussion.) 
I have high regard for the science and 
scientists at Caltech in the period I have 
studied. My thesis is not aimed at indi
viduals but at the. social processes which, 
knowingly or not, they helped shape and 
were shaped by. Does Sinsheimer sug
gest that science ,at Cal tech has escaped 
the forces of history? 

Lily E. Kay 
Associate Professor of History of Science, 
Program in Science, Technology, and Society, 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

Random Walk 

Honors and Awards 

President Thomas Everhart has been 
named a Fellow Member of the Ameri
can Society for Engineering Education 
(ASEE), a distinction reserved for long
time society members who "have made 
valuable contributions to the field." 

Melany Hunt, assistant professor of 
mechanical engineering, was awarded 
the Pi Tau Sigma Medal by the Ameri
can Society of Mechanical Engineers to 
recognize her outstanding achievement 
within 10 years of graduation. 

Barbara Imperiali, assistant professor 
of chemistry, has received a Camille and 
Henry Dreyfus Teacher-Scholar Award, 
a grant of $60,000 to support young 
faculty members who are outstanding 
teachers as well as researchers. 

Hiroo Kanamori, the Smits Professor 
of Geophysics and director of the Seis
mological Laboratory, has been named 
the 1993 California Scientist of the Year 
by the California Museum of Science and 
Industry. 

Rudy Marcus, the Noyes Professor of 
Chemistry and Nobel laureate, has been 
elected the first Foreign Fellow of the 
Royal Society of Canada. 

Stephen Mayo, assistant professor of 
biology, has been selected as a Rita Allen 
Foundation Scholar, an honor that in
cludes research support of $30,000 
annually for up to five years. 

David Rutledge, professor of electri
cal engineering, has been named a 
Fellow of the Institute of Electrical and 
Electronics Engineers, and he and his 
srudents have received the 1993 IEEE 

Microwave Prize for the best paper 
published in its journals. 

The ASCIT Teaching Awards, recog
nizing extraordinary "enthusiasm, dedi
cation, quality of teaching, and interest 
in srudents," were won this year by 
William Deverell, visiting assistant 
professor of history; Glen George, lec
turer in computer science and electrical 
engineering; Henry Lester, professor of 
biology; Mary Lidstrom, professor of 
applied microbiology; Anthony Read
head, professor of astronomy; Hunter 
Snevily, Bateman Research Instructor in 
Mathematics; Edward Zukoski, professor 
of jet propulsion and mechanical engi
neering; and graduate teaching assistants 
Marcia France of chemistry and Sima 
Setayeshgar of physics. 

The Graduate Student Council pre
sented its first Awards of Excellence in 
Teaching to Jim Knowles, the Kenan 
Professor and professor of applied 
mechanics; Charles Peck, professor of 
physics; David Stevenson, professor of 
planetary sciences and division chair
man; and P. P. Vaidyanathan, professor 
of electrical engineering. 

New Director oJ 
Development Appointed 

J. Ernest "Jerry" Nunnally has been 
named assistant vice president and 
director of development and will take up 
his Caltech fund-raising responsibilities 
in October. Nunnally comes to the 
Institute from Harvard University, 
where he has been on the development 
staff since 1985, most recently as asso
ciate director of university development. 

At Harvard, Nunnally has also held 
the positions of director of school rela
tions and director of corporations and 
foundations. Previously he had worked 
at Dartmouth College, Continental 
Illinois National Bank, and Dillard 
University. Nunnally received his BA in 
1969 from Dillard and a master's of 
education degree from Harvard in 1984. 
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