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Wondering for the future
of biotech
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ISBN 0-691-12050-1

Reviewed by Richard Doyle

Through a series of interviews with participants and stakeholders, A 
Machine to Make A Future ‘chronicles’ the life of Celera Diagnostics, 
extended kin to Celera Genomics, the company whose speed and ambi-
tion did so much to accelerate the sequencing of the human genome. 
But authors Paul Rabinow and Talia Dan-Cohen focus as much on 
kairos (timing) as chronos (sequential time), and the result reads like an 
epic in progress, full of sudden and emotional twists, and no promise 
of resolution. This is highbrow reality TV for biotech geeks: Cut to a 
close up on Victor Lee, attorney for Celera Diagnostics. RABINOW, off 
camera: “So you’re not emotionally damaged when the mail comes in?” 
LEE: “Patent attorneys take rejection very well.”

This emphasis on the affective life of the company will likely resonate 
with anybody who has tried to tinker together novel configurations of 
technology and people: “I just wanted to pick up something and throw 
it at the machine.” And the difficulties of scaling up even an “informa-
tion” technology like biotech become apparent as the concepts shift 
from the confident and deliberate practices of “decoding” the genome 
and become more fluid and turbulent: “We conceptualized how we 
were going to do it, in terms of moving liquid around in tubes and 
plates and... quickly came to the conclusion that we were going to do 
this at a level that no one has attempted to do before in this particular 
format.”

Because the interviews owe so much to their context, the format 
is both a strength and a weakness of the book. Much of the account 
depends upon an understanding of the tacit knowledges and in situ 
feelings of the participants, and so the reader inevitably wonders after 
the principles of selection the authors have used with the interview 
material. Such wonder at an imagined cutting room floor is part of 
what makes this book so engaging, but it would be worth releasing as 
much of the archives as possible. Some conversations refer to events to 
which readers are not privy, and this of course only stokes the reader’s 
curiosity, like missing evidence in a detective story.

And some of the book’s treatment of the history of genomics has its 
own missing evidence: Rabinow, for example, frequently character-
izes ‘academic critics’ of genomics as do-gooders allergic to corporate 
imperatives, but fails to mention the consistent and coherent critiques 
of molecular reductionism from both within and without the sciences 
that accompanied genomics from the beginning. These critiques (for 
example, those of Evelyn Fox Keller and Richard Lewontin) questioned 
the very paradigm that was pushing early genomics, and argued that 
monocausal genetic accounts of disease were insufficient to the mul-
tivariable domains of health. The book indeed chronicles a paradigm 
shift from monogenic to polygenic accounts of disease, and Celera’s 
search for “constellations” of genes that would correlate with illness 
implicitly recognizes the value of those critiques.

Readers and participants alike would likely also welcome a glance at 
open-source alternatives to patent-based intellectual property para-
digms, as within this epic tale star-crossed biotech seems to block its 
own progress with a constellation—not of genes, but of patents. Given 
the focus on the corporate context of biotech, readers will also wonder 
about the role of only minimally transparent capital markets in shap-
ing this particular future. But such wonder is healthy, and the book 
encourages such wondering with its careful presentation of the messy, 
real-life contexts in which the health futures of a planet fluctuate and 
finally cohere into the present.

The book argues both explicitly and implicitly that a future is any-
thing but determined by the present, and after the ambition and speed of 
1990s genomics, it is worth pausing to wonder. Close on Kathy Ordonez, 
president of Celera Genomics, on the completion of the sequencing of the 
human genome. ORDONEZ: “We suddenly just had time to think!” In 
this context, A Machine for Making a Future lives up to, is, its title.

Richard Doyle is in the Science, Medicine, Technology & Cultures Program 
in the Department of English at The Pennsylvania State University.
e-mail: mobius@psu.edu
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ISBN 1-880854-29-5

B O O K  R E V I E W
©

20
05

 N
at

u
re

 P
u

b
lis

h
in

g
 G

ro
u

p
  

h
tt

p
:/

/w
w

w
.n

at
u

re
.c

o
m

/n
at

u
re

b
io

te
ch

n
o

lo
g

y


	Wondering for the future of biotech


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts false
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXOutputCondition (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <FEFF004e00500047002000570045004200200050004400460020004a006f00620020004f007000740069006f006e0073002e0020003100350030006400700069002e002000320032006e0064002000530065007000740065006d00620065007200200032003000300034002e002000500044004600200031002e003400200043006f006d007000610074006900620069006c006900740079002e>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 782.362]
>> setpagedevice


