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NEWS 

Smithsonian heeds physicists' complaints 
Washington. The Smithsonian Institution in 
Washington DC has promised to consult the 
visiting public, the American Chemical Soci­
ety (ACS) and other interested parties 
before implementing changes to a contro­
versial science exhibition at the National 
Museum of American History that were 
hammered out at a meeting with angry 
physicists last month. 

The exhibition Science in American Life 
-a bold pastiche of images on mat-
ters such as the conflict between basic 
research and commercial pressure, 
the attitude of physicists to the atomic 
bomb, and the impetus behind the 
development of the birth control pill 
- opened last April, financed by a 
$5.3 million grant from the ACS. 

But it has come under fierce public 
attack from another scientific body, 

an unseemly squabble. Heyman is said to 
agree with this; 
e Brightening forbidding lighting and 
removing barbed-wire fences accompanying 
descriptions of the Manhattan Project to 
build the atomic bomb; these were intended 
to convey an impression of life at the remote 
and top-secret project sites; 
e Changing descriptions of physicists' 
involvement in the politics of the atomic 

rejected a move by hostile board members 
to pay up but withdraw its name from the 
exhibition, the society has publicly support­
ed the show. Indeed, some leading members 
privately ~eride the APS's criticisms as "sour 
grapes" from a body that refused to help 
finance the exhibition. 

"There were many people involved with 
the show," says Ann Messmore, director of 
public affairs at the ACS. "Each one has a 

different opinion." Now that Hey­
man has spoken, the ACS says it 
would like to see some changes 
made. "The comments from the pub­
lic are wonderful and the kids are 
excited and thrilled - but if you take 
a group of scientists to it, they are not 
going to be happy with every aspect," 
says Messmore. 

The man at the centre of the con­
troversy, Art Molella, chief curator of 
the exhibition, says the show was not 
meant for scientists. Their hostility, 

the American Physical Society (APS), 
which says that it exaggerates sci­
ence's failures and trivializes its 
accomplishments (Nature, 373, 371; 
1995). The APS did not participate in 
either planning or paying for the per­
manent exhibition. But it has been 
noisily attacking the exhibition since its 

In the late 1800s, Hugh Brown (left) saw physics teaching 
as a key to 'racial uplift'. From Science in American Life, at 
the National Museum of American History. 

he says, comes from dashed expecta­
tions, namely that science museums 
and exhibits are commonly conceived 
as "boosters" for science and tech­

nology. He hopes it will rouse the interest of 
members of the public unimpressed by the 
science hagiography available elsewhere. 

opening. 
The APS accuses the show of omitting 

important achievements such as the space 
programme and the invention of the transis­
tor, of blaming science for environmental 
and other social problems, and of being 
"politically correct" in its emphasis on the 
under-representation of women and minori­
ties in science. 

Some historians involved in the show and 
outside museum curators have sprung to its 
defence. Jeff Sturchio, for example, a histo­
rian working for the pharmaceutical compa­
ny Merck, which paid for 100,000 exhibition 
brochures, describes it as "one of the best 
shows that has ever been put on to raise seri­
ous questions about the role of science in 
American society". 

But after a meeting with APS leaders and 
museum officials last month, Michael Hey­
man, secretary of the Smithsonian, told 
reporters that there would be "some 
changes which will render the exhibition a 
lot more balanced". 

Heyman declined requests for an inter­
view. But a spokesman for the Smithsonian 
promised that other groups would be con­
sulted before the changes tentatively agreed 
at the meeting are implemented. The pro­
posed changes are: 
e Revising the opening feature of the exhi­
bition, an audio tape portraying arguments 
between Ira Remsen, a nineteenth century 
chemist at John Hopkins University, and his 
commercially-minded colleague, Constan­
tine Fahlberg. The APS thinks the sequence, 
intended to highlight the conflict between 
pure science and commerce, comes over as 
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bomb, including an acknowledgement of 
Linus Pauling's role in establishing an inter­
national ban on atmospheric tests; 
e Including displays directing visitors to 
related Smithsonian exhibitions, such as one 
on information technology and the nearby 
Air and Space Museum, which show the 
accomplishments of science. 

These changes may not satisfy scientists 
who think that the whole show transmits a 
negative message. "Frankly, I don't think 
much can be done about the present exhibi­
tion without the infusion of new funds," says 
Kumar Patel, this year's president of the 
American Physical Society. 

But Burt Richter, director of the Stanford 
Linear Accelerator Center, last year's APS 
president and leader of the team that met 
Heyman, is less strident in his criticism. He 
carried out some market research of his own 
at the museum. "The kids thought it was ter­
rific, they didn't pick up any of the negative 
stuff," he reports. Nonetheless, Richter says 
the exhibition "needs a tune-up; they tried 
to do too many things, and didn't do any of 
them very well." 

Some members of the original advisory 
panel to the exhibition say that their views 
were ignored when it was being prepared. 
"It was a gut-wrenching experience," says C. 
Marvin Lang, a chemistry professor at the 
University of Wisconsin, who recalls work­
ing with "social scientists and pseudo-scien­
tists who had no idea how science worked". 

The ACS, which will be consulted before 
any changes are made, is stepping gingerly 
around the issue; although paying for the 
show, it had no more editorial control than a 
corporation sponsoring an opera. Having 

Alan Friedman, director of the New York 
Hall of Science, says the exhibition breaks 
new ground by telling the story of how pub­
lic attitudes to science have changed. "Sci­
ence exhibits have tended to be very 
promotional and self-congratulatory," says 
Friedman. "This is an excellent exhibition, 
showing how we are coming to understand 
the complex relationship between science 
and society. The public will come away feel­
ing more confident that scientists are capa­
ble of being introspective about their work." 

Richter denies that the APS insists that 
science should be portrayed heroically. "Of 
course, science can be misused," he says. 
"What's missing here is balance." 

Also missing is a meeting of minds 
between scientists and historians. Social his­
torians in particular tend to see their field in 
terms of conflict, whether between ideas, 
classes or individuals. The scientists who 
have attacked the show do not see their own 
history that way: they think the positive 
contributions that science, through technol­
ogy, has made to twentieth century society 
ought to dominate a show called Science in 
American Life. 

Furthermore, while most museum 
exhibits portray the scientist with all the dig­
nity of the long-distance runner, this one has 
him as a player in an ice hockey game with­
out a referee. No prizes for guessing which 
image schoolchildren prefer: several hun­
dred thousand people are already estimated 
to have passed through the exhibition. 

Colin Macilwain 
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