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History and Contemporary Policy

1. History as a ‘template for action’;

2. Showing what policy alternatives were considered in the past;

3. Providing a ‘voice’ for alternative or silenced perspectives;

4. Unpicking ‘myths’ or ‘folk histories’;

5. Showing the policy-making process in action;

6. Showing how taken-for-granted ideas or concepts might have 
been differently interpreted or understood;

7. Showing ‘what happened’ and providing greater general 
understanding

Source: UK Parliamentary Office of Science & Techology (POST), Lessons From 
History, Post Briefing Note 323.

http://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/research/briefing-papers/POST-
PN-323/lessons-from-history-january-2009



Lessons from History?

Showing 
how taken-
for-granted 
ideas or 
concepts 
might have 
been 
differently 
interpreted 
or 
understood

“Upon it’s entry into force the 
BTWC immediately faced major 

challenges, including the 
emergence of genetic engineering 

as a biotechnology that could 
contribute to the development of a 

new generation of biological 
warfare agents”

J. Pascal Zanders, Preface to N. Sims The 
Evolution of Biological Disarmament 

(2001)(Emphasis Added)



1978



UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office: 
Response to Prof. Howard

“We have discussed Mr Levin’s paper with our 

experts.  The general view is that is presents a 

grossly oversimplified picture of a highly complex 

subject.  Many of the ideas are not as 

revolutionary as the author implies. And indeed a 

number of the proposals could be achieved by 

conventional means…”

TNA [The National Archives] FCO 66/1228.  
From GH Mungeam, DS11, MOD to CR Dean, ACDU, 25 May 1978.  



UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office: 
Response to Prof. Howard

“…Moreover, any newly-constructed organism will still 
be covered by the Geneva Treaty… Perhaps the most 
important fact is that it is inconceivable that the more 
dramatic developments suggested by Mr Levin could 
take place undetected, as he implies, since the existing 
controls over genetic manipulation experimentation are 
extremely rigid.”

TNA FCO 66/1228.  From GH Mungeam, DS11, MOD 
to CR Dean, ACDU, 25 May 1978



UK MINISTRY OF Defence – Intelligence 
MEMO (1978)

Potential of rDNA 
technology:

“That some areas may 
have military significance 
does not necessarily 
mean that they would be 
attractive 
military options”



MIT Scientists’ Meeting (1977)

“Although new pathogens and toxins might be created 
using recombinant DNA techniques, there is little reason 
to suspect a priori that they will differ in a militarily 
significant way from natural pathogens and toxins.   New 
natural pathogens are constantly being discovered in 
remote parts of the world, these discoveries do not 
appear to have significantly altered capabilities or 
incentives for biological warfare”.

TNA FCO 66/1438. Report attached to: To Gordon S Mungeam, DS11 MOD from 

Dr Alan Bebbington, Deputy Director (chemistry) procurement executive, MOD, 

CDEE.  Biological Weapons Convention. 9  February 1979.



UK Preparation for 1980 BWC Review 
Conference

“…aim of the paper will 
be largely descriptive but 
would aim to show 
implicitly that any recent 
technological or scientific 
techniques do not 
undermine the 
Convention”. 

TNA FCO66/1438. Biological Weapons 
Convention Review Conference: Depositary 
Paper on New Scientific and Technological 
Developments (23 July 1979).

“…there was complete 
agreement that no new 
scientific developments 
were unembraced by the 
Convention and that no 
new amendments were 
needed”.

TNA FCO66/1438.  Gradon Carter to GC 
Ford.  3 December 1979.



Conclusions

• Should NOT conclude that we should ignore 

current threat potential of new S&T

• Should NOT conclude that we should be 

thinking the same as experts did in 1970s

BUT

• “…taken-for-granted ideas or concepts might 

have been differently interpreted…”

• Should also NOT conclude that the experts 

simply misjudged the threat 



Conclusions

• In 1970s, defence and other experts discussed 
rDNA and BW but not as posing a challenge to 
the BWC;

• Discussion was about present and future
possibilities (i.e. judgements about implications of 
rDNA not just a reflection of the early state of the 
science);

• Appeal to ‘general purpose criterion’ rather than 
the properties of genetically modified organisms;

• This thinking could be summarised as “just 
because something can be done, does not mean 
it is attractive to the military or others”



For Further Information

• ESRC / AHRC / Dstl 
‘Science and Security Programme’
‘The Formulation and Non-formulation of Security Concerns: 
Preventing the Destructive Application of the Life Sciences’ 
http://people.exeter.ac.uk/br201/Research/Bioweapons/Non/ind
ex.htm

• AHRC
Understanding Biological Disarmament: The Historical Context 
of the BWC
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/sts/staff/balmer/cbw/history-of-chemical-
and-biological-weapons-programmes


