Preface

For some reason, [ have always fele thar a preface should eeally be called a
“confession.” So heee i mine: this is not only a book about genes, proteins,
and codes, buc a book of philesophy, Tn itsell, this 15 not much of a confes-
sion {unless “doing philosophy™ is something o hide). Perhaps what T
should really say is thar this is a book abour how, in biotechnology, ontolog-
ical quesrions immecdiately fold onre questions thar are social, economic, and
culeural,

For example, rake three “objeces.” The firse is your DNA in a tese tube,
Actually it s very easy—using supplics from your local grocery, you can
extract your own DAL all you need is a woothpick, derergent, salr, and
alcehol. Your DNA does nec loek particularly “high rech”™ or sexy; it is more
like seri MY, SCMMITRENSRATE T 2o, St rhar is cur first object. The second obsjece
15 a computer file of a DNA sequence from a database. Anvone with an Inter-
ner connection can access GenBank, the main public repository for genome
dara. You can search for a parcicular sequence you are after, and the file will
r]ispln]r all sores of information, from rescarch puhlif_‘ﬁrimns tor the actual
sequence of As, Ts, Cs, and Gs, Now ke a third object, a compueer Gle of
the patent for the DNA sequence file I just mentioned. Again, this is easily
accessible via the U5, Parens and Trademarle Office Web site. This file 15 a
bit different, containing not only scientific information, but technical, eco-
nomic, and legal information as well. So we have chree kinds of DNA: "wet”
DNA ina test tube, "dey” DINA from a computer database, and valuable DNA
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This book is about the relationship between these three entities. Berween
the rest tube DNA, the GenBank file, and the patent record, chere are @
number of relationships that have to do with how the concepr of “life irsell™
is being fundamentally transformed in the era of biotechnology. The argu-
ment Imake is that these changes are not merely addirive changes to already-
existing notions of life, labor, and property, bue ehat, in their VI existence,
these unique entitics—genome databases, DNA synthesizers, regenerarive
tissues—are ontologically redefining rhe notion of biological “lite irself,” a
notion that has always been ar the center of biological choughr.

But, for all this ralk about entology, there is litcle talk of the niceties of
ontological categories or philosophical logic. Instead, many of the pages are
filled with discussions on genome datzbases, drug discovery informarcics, lab-
grown rissues, and plasmid libracies. Noe only thae, but there is also ralk of
internacional penome sequencing organizations, national biohank initiatives,
and, of course, the private secror emphasis on fields such as bisinformatics and
pharmacogenomics,

S0, if this is a book of philosophy, then it is a strange ane, one chat walks
as much abour reprogrammed scem cells as it does about Aristoteliun binlogy
or Marxian “species being,” My hope is chat between chis rriangulaced rela-
tionship of “real” hiclogy (test tube DNA), computer codes (the GenBank
file), and biological properey (the pacent record), we can develop a more
complex awareness of the ways in which "life jself i deployed in a range of
areas, from the creacon of new medicines ro the cransformarions in fond [

duction, nacional securicy, and the culrural underseanding of biclogical life.
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