Ultimate Commodily

FULLY FORMULATED FOR SUCCESS

Not everyone wants to hear what Jeremy Rifkin has to
say: inherent in his message is a challenge that few seem
prepared to take on. In this recent interview, Iision pub-
lisher David Hulme explored some of the difficult issues
that Rifkin has been raising.

DH: You've written a trilogy: The End of Work, The Biotech

Century and The Age of Access. Can you summarize the
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major factors driving the changes that you talk about in
these books?

JR: The common thread is that we're undergoing a
tremendous transformation in the nature of commerce.
New trends in science and technology are now being in-
troduced on a broad scale in the commercial arena, and
they will dramatically affect our way of life.

The first book deals with the shift from mass to elite
work forces as we change the nature of work. The second
deals with the change in our resource base from fossil
fuels, metals and minerals to genes and the biological rev-
olution. And the third is on the shift in the structure of
commerce as we move from a market economy to a net-
work-based economy, and from property rights to access
rights.

DH: You have previously used the phrase “the sacrality of
nature.” Is sacrality, or sacredness, background to any of
these issues now?

JR: Well, yes, in the sense that we've inherited a unique
legacy. The most important part of this whole experiment is
the life pulse. That is the ground of the sacred, and it has
been from the beginning of history until recently. Now, with
the introduction of these powerful new biological tools
and the biotech revolution, we are beginning to ask once

again, What is the nature of life? Does it have intrinsic
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valﬁ'e.'“di“h.simply utility value? How

we approach the age of biology will
largely depend on whether we start
with the understanding that life first
has intrinsic value or that it has util-
ity value. That will determine to a
large extent how we use this sci-
ence—how we apply it in the market-
place and in the social arena in the
next two centuries.

['ve been arguing, especially in
The Biotech Century, that there's a

hard path and a soft path. One is
based on playing God, creating a sec-
ond genesis, and being an architect
of a commercial eugenics period in
history. The other is based on bheing
a steward and a caretaker of the ex-
isting creation and using the science
to better integrate a relationship
with the rest of nature.

I don't think the issue here is
the science itself. It's very valuable
to learn about genes—as long as it's
done in a nonreductionist fashion,
and we understand that the genes
are not all-powerful and that they
are only part of the picture of life.
The issue here is how to apply the
science in our day-to-day lives—in
the commercial arena, in our per-

sonal lives, in our culture, in our so-

ciety and body politic. Right now the
only agenda out there is the hard-
path agenda of a lot of the life-
science companies—which is really
an engineering agenda that leads to
a commercial eugenics civilization in
the final analysis.

I am arguing for a soft-path
agenda hased on using this science—
everything from agriculture to med-
icine—in a way that allows us to be

a steward and a caretaker and to

“THESE GENES ARE NOT INVENTIONS. THEY ARE DISCOVERIES
OF NATURE. THEY ARE GIFTS."

better understand the life pulse and
how to work with it, rather than
reengineering a second genesis in
our own image.

DH: | suppose it could be argued
that God gave humans the intelli-
gence to figure these things out,
therefore God has given us the right
to do these things.

JR: Well, you could argue that God
has given us the choice on how to
apply the science. We could apply
the science in agriculture for genetic
foods with all sorts of deleterious
environmental, social and economic
consequences. Or we could use the
same science to create a very effi-
cient market-driven, organic-based
approach to food production based

on stewarding an integrative rela-
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tionship between our food and the
local ecosystems in which those
food crops are introduced.

In medicine, the hard path
would be to engineer genetic
changes in the sperm and the egg—
to program our babies so that they
hecome the ultimate shopping expe-
rience and we become God. Or we
could use the new science to better
understand the relationship be-
tween genetic predispositions and
environmental triggers so we could
create a preventive health regime
and a very sophisticated market-
based approach to wellness (see “Je-
remy Rifkin on Genetic Engineering in
Humans” on page 11).

They are very different agen-
das, based on very different princi-
ples and value systems.

DH: The Human Genome Project is
obviously progressing, with a first
draft having been announced to the
world in June.

JR: It was heralded as one of the
great scientific advances in world
history, and they are right. The
issue is how to apply this knowl-
edge. For example, do we allow all
100,000 or so genes that make up
the human blueprint to become the
intellectual property of life-science
companies? Or do we find ways to
use this new information and
knowledge so that it's more equi-

tably shared as a legacy and a com-



mon responsibility of the human
race to steward?

I would argue that there's no
problem with companies having
process patents, but not product
patents. These genes are not inven-
tions. They are discoveries of na-
ture. They are gifts. The cystic fibro-
sis gene, or the growth hormone
gene, or whatever gene—these were
not invented in the laboratory. They
were simply discovered.

Our patent laws are clear that
discoveries of nature are not
patentable. We didn’t allow chemists
to patent the chemical elements, like
helium, oxygen and aluminum. We
did allow them to get process patents
on the process they used to isolate
these chemicals, but we certainly
wouldn’'t allow them to claim ura-
nium, helium and oxygen as inven-
tions. That would have been absurd.

The genes are analogous. So |
would argue that the soft pathway
here is to develop a Great Treaty,
signed by all countries in the world,
to keep the genetic commons—our
biological legacy—as a shared trust
to be administered on behalf of fu-
ture generations and our fellow
creatures by the governments of the
world, as we did with Antarctica.

If the gene pool is allowed to
become the property of govern-
ments or companies, | am absolutely

convinced we are going to see gene

wars in the 2ist century, just as we
had wars over rare metals in the
mercantilist era and over oil in the
industrial era. So I think the right
thing to do here is to serve as a
steward, to keep the gene pool
open as a commons, to see it as a
shared trust.

I'll add one more thing to that. |
think there's a very serious philo-
sophical question here. What all par-
ents need to ask is whether their
children will be well served if they
grow up in a world where they think
of life—the genes, the chromosomes,

the cells, the organs, the tissues—as

“IF THE GENE POOL IS ALLOWED TO BECOME THE PROPERTY
OF GOVERNMENTS OR COMPANIES, | AM ABSOLUTELY CONVINCED
WE ARE GOING TO SEE GENE WARS IN THE 21ST CENTURY."

i

inventions. Parents teach their chil-
dren when they are very little that
life first has intrinsic value—that it's

a gift. It's to be respected. It's to be

: _honored. When children are a little

oldét, their parents introduce them

to the fact that life sometimes has
utility value, and we occasionally
have to expropriate it.

But | don't know of any par-
ents who start off teaching their
kids that life is simply an invention.
If children grow up in a world
where they think of life as intellec-

tual property—as information that
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can be owned, as inventions—it
seems to me it drives the very no-
tion of intrinsic value out of the
human algebra, and then our chil-
dren have no reference point in
which to even understand what in-
trinsic value is any longer.

So I think that beside the eco-
nomic and environmental issues,
there's a much deeper philosophical
issue of whether life is a gift or a
human invention.

DH: What do all these economic de-
velopments and the shift to a global-
access economy mean for the sover-

eignty of the nation-state?

JR: Well, I think everything is going
to be rethought. Beyond the discus-
sion of e-commerce, the Internet and
cyberspace, these technologies are
introducing a new way of doing busi-
ness. We are moving from markets to
networks, and when we do, it
changes our way of life—the social
contract, the concept of the nation-
state and its role and mission—as dra-
matically as did the shift from a mer-
cantilist economy to a market
economy 300 years ago. So in a sense,
The Age of Access is an attempt to lay

out the anthropological landscape of






