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Aspiring Democratic presidential candidate Al Gore, who as
Vice-President Gore has commonly embraced AIDS-related
causes, has been forced to defend himself recently against

charges that, on one particularly desperate AIDS issue, he is a 
cold-hearted lackey of the pharmaceutical industry (see Nature 399,
717; 1999).  

In South Africa, where antenatal clinic surveys conducted this
spring showed 22 per cent of sexually active adults to be infected with
HIV, AIDS is expected to slash life expectancy to below 40 years by
2010. The drug cocktails that have curtailed sickness and death in the
developed world are unaffordable by all but the most privileged
South Africans. Confronting this, the government passed a law in
1997 under which the health minister may authorize local manufac-
turers to circumvent patents and make far cheaper versions of these
drugs, paying only fixed royalties to the rights-holder — so-called
compulsory licensing. The law also allows South Africa to import the
drugs from countries where drug manufacturers make them avail-
able more cheaply.

The international pharmaceutical industry has cried foul, and sued
in South Africa, delaying implementation of the law. Meanwhile, Gore
and the US Trade Representative have mounted what the US govern-
ment itself has described as an “assiduous, concerted campaign” to
convince South African officials to rewrite or overturn the law.

To be fair, the aggressive language used to depict the US effort was
cooked up by the State Department last year only under pressure
from congressional Republicans. Led by Rodney Frelinghuysen, a
congressman from New Jersey, the home of many giant drug-manu-
facturers, they had written a foreign-aid bill to withhold aid to South
Africa until the Clinton administration convinced them that it was
acting on behalf of the drug industry.

Nevertheless, whatever its motivation, the facts of Gore’s recent

record remain. Using his role as co-chair, with South African Presi-
dent Thabo Mbeki, of the US–South Africa Binational Commission,
the vice-president has repeatedly sought to force a sovereign nation
confronting a disastrous epidemic to forswear one of the few means
of getting medicine to its desperate people. Coming from a presiden-
tial candidate who has been preaching about the importance of 
“values of conscience” to US political life, this sticks in the gullet.

There are those, including some in the pharmaceutical industry,
who argue that South Africa’s health infrastructure is insufficiently
prepared for these sophisticated drugs. Utilitarian critics also say that
the country’s finite resources should be used for prevention, not for
treating those unfortunate enough to be infected already. Both argu-
ments miss the point. It should not be a case of “either/or”, but
“both/and”. And, indeed, South Africa’s move to access state-of-the-art
medicines is part of an effort to address the epidemic on all these levels. 

There is one final point. Gore and the industry complain that the
South African law is in blatant violation of the World Trade Organi-
zation (WTO) intellectual-property agreement known as “TRIPS”.
The agreement allows for compulsory licensing in cases of “national
emergency or ... extreme urgency”. But there is enough fine print in
the agreement, and enough ambiguity in South African law as it is
written, to allow honest disagreement on whether South Africa may
be in breach of TRIPS. 

Here is where the hypocrisy comes in. Instead of using the WTO’s
well-defined dispute-settlement mechanisms (as it has done recently
in disputes with Europe over, for instance, bananas), the United
States, led by Gore, has found it convenient to use back-room tactics 
to try to strong-arm South Africa into changing its ways. This 
leaves one suspecting that the vice-president’s critics are right when
they claim that he has been more than a little influenced by the 
pharmaceutical kings.

Governed as it is by the most pressing interests and needs of its
readers, this publication tends to focus on matters of the 
present. Happily, our Book Reviews pages often supply a 

welcome relief from such temporal myopia. In particular, the “In 
retrospect” feature in that section throws an occasional spotlight on
some notable book plucked from the past. The impact of this exercise
can be surprising — an essay on the possible influence of a meteorol-
ogist on Jane Austen’s Emma stimulated articles on the front pages of
newspapers on more than one continent.

Now a new millennium approaches. The turn of the year 2000 
is fundamentally spurious as an anniversary, and special measures
can ultimately be justified only by a peculiar human partiality 
for round numbers — whatever their origin. But the event has
turned into something of a stimulus — not only to check computer

systems (which we expect to work just fine), but also to take stock
and look back on science’s past. Later this year, we shall also look 
forward.

So it is that, from this week, we apply the principle of “In 
retrospect” to the wider sweep of science’s history. We have invited a
number of people — both in science and outside it — to write one-
page essays that reflect not necessarily on the great discoveries but on
any person or event, drawn from any time in the past 1,000 years, that
they feel is worth highlighting for any reason at all — so long as it is in
some sense relevant to a scientific readership. 

We start with the reflections of Freeman Dyson (see page 27).
These weekly contributions will testify not only to the breadth of
interest of their authors, but also to the fact that the nooks and 
crannies of history can be as compelling as its landmarks.

Gore’s humanitarianism loses
out to strong-arm tactics
Now that the giant drug manufacturers are stamping their feet over proposed compulsory licensing as a means
of easing South Africa’s AIDS crisis, Al Gore’s  “values of conscience” appear to have withered away.
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