An

Overture

We CannotBe Apolitical

WhatWe Can Do
Each time we are planning how we will teach a particularunit of biology, we must consider the social,
ethical, and biopoliticalimplicationsof the biological informationand concepts in the unit. For example,
in a unit on genetics, we might introduce the concept of recessive genes and supply informationabout
several human genetic defects that are inherited as recessive characteristics.We might also discuss the
following questions: What are the social consequences of these defects for the affected individuals,for
the families, and for society? Do these consequences warrantthe expenditure of funds to develop a
screening program to detect carriersof the gene? If so, should the programs receive government funding? If and when effective tests become available, who should be screened?
In that same genetics unit, we might discuss the factors that determine the sex of an individual.Once
we have transmittedsuch information,we might discuss the following questions: What are the social
consequences of being a female, of being a male? What biological factors,besides genetic factors,contributeto femaleness or maleness? Do these factors account for the social differences between the
sexes? Are these differences consistent with the protection of the human rightsof all individualsregardless of sex?
In a unit on population, we might present a list of factors that control population size in nonhuman
populations. We might ask the following questions: How does the growth of human population differ
from that of other populations? What are the consequences of this growth for individualsand for
society? What factors regulate human population size? How should human population size be regulated
and who should do the regulating?Can we protect the rightsof individualsand the rightsof society in
dealing with population growth?
These questions are political.Regardless of how we answer them, actions based on any answers,
including ignoring the question, are politicalactions. As biologists,once we have informationabout
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Human existence allows no apoliticaloptions. Narrowlydefined, politics refers to guiding or influencing government policy. Broadly defined, politics refers to the total complexity of relations among
humans in society. As professional biologists, we are obligated to use our expertise to guide government policies on matters pertainingto the life sciences and life science education. As human beings, we
are involved in the complexity of human relations so that we cannot avoid making politicaldecisions.
To do nothing is as much a politicaldecision as to take action. At best, ignoring an issue says we don't
care; at worst, it allows those who act to guide policy in ways we should have opposed. Neither as
individualsnor as members of the National Association of Biology Teachers can we avoid involvement
in political issues. Thus, as individualsand as members of an association, we must become consciously
involved, and we must make informed decisions. As biology teachers, we must help our students to
understand biopoliticalissues and to become informed, involved citizens.
The pressure for politicalinvolvement of biologists has not always been as great as it is now. When
NABT was created, neither its leadership nor its members could have anticipated the magnitude of current biopoliticalissues. Population growth had not led to serious pollution problems or crises regarding
the allocation of naturalresources and energy supplies as it has today. Biology teachers had less need
to be concerned about the implicationsof genetic engineering or the allocation of scarce medical
resources than they have today.
Now we find ourselves ill-preparedto deal with these issues. Our professional training,satisfactoryin
many areas, has failed to equip us to participateeffectively in the politicalprocess or to deal adequately
with biopoliticalissues in the classroom. Our association has yet to respond to these needs to the extent
that it might. No association is any stronger than its members, so it is our responsibilityto make our
needs known and to participatein developing programs to meet these needs.

associated with fungi in various forms of mutualism.
Unfortunately,
biologistshave spent a great deal of time
and textbookspace describinglichens,the most primitive
exampleof these associations.Mycorrhizae
are the most
commonexampleof symbiosis,and appearto be the rule
ratherthanthe exceptionthroughoutthe plantkingdom.
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recessive genes, sex determination, population dynamics,
or any other socially relevant information, we must participate responsibly in political decisions surrounding the
use of that information. As biology teachers, once we
transmitbiological information,we are obliged to help our
students deal with the implicationsof that information.

WhatNABTCan Do
With the support and participation of its members,
NABT can improve communication on biopoliticalissues
in a number of ways. It can increase the number of articles
published in its journal that focus on biopolitical issues.
(Manuscriptson this topic will be carefully considered for
publication.)It can seek funds to offer regional workshops
to provide professional trainingin participatingeffectively
in the political process and in classroom techniques for
disseminating information on biopolitical issues. It can
develop and distribute to biologists, teachers, political
representatives, and interested citizens position papers
presenting biological perspectives on various issues.
These papers would be intended to foster informed and
responsible decision-makingon biopoliticalquestions.
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WhatYou Can Do
You can submit your ideas and views to an officer of
the NABT or express them in a letter to the editor.
Together we can learn to deal effectively with biopolitical
questions, and we will.We cannot be apolitical.
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Mostof the luxuries,and many of the so-calledcomforts,of life are not only not indispensable,but positive
hindrancesto the elevationof mankind.
Books mustbe read as deliberatelyand reservedlyas
they werewritten.
Some circumstantial
evidence is very strong,as when
you finda troutin the milk.
Henry David Thoreau
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