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In his book Declaration of a Heretic Jeremy Rifkin compares the develop-
ment of genetic science (the splitting of the DNA nucleus) with that of
atomic science (splitting of the atom)1. As the development of atomic
science led immediately to the development of the atom bomb, Rifkin
wonders if we can “doubt for a moment that the other great scientific
breakthrough of our time will soon be used in a comparable manner,
posing a similar threat to our very existence as a species.”2 But genetic
science, and its derivatives such as bioinformatics, distinguish them-
selves from atomic knowledge in two ways that are central to our
understanding of the effect it has on modern science, the target and the
complexity of the science. Atomic energy was not only developed for
use against a foreign population in the context of the Second World
War, but remains even today as a prohibitively complex science. In con-
trast, the entire human species falls under the gaze of genetic science,
so although it may not be equally applied, it is universal in its scope.
Genetic science is far more open to widespread use due to its relative
simplicity, to the point that it is now being developed at the undergrad-
uate level in science faculties.3 Where as the impact atomic energy had
on society is viewed as restricted by its prohibitive complexity, the

69

Terry McKall started in Edmonton, Alberta before drifting to the University of Victoria in
search of a place to row that wouldn’t freeze in mid-October. Currently in his fourth year
of a political science degree, he has been jumping around between different areas in
international relations and political theory. At the moment he is particularly interested in
the way media and technology shape and drive social organization. He would like to
thank Dr. Kroker for helping to drive this interest, and the editor for making it much
more coherent and presentable.



70 - Terry McKall

“unique power and elegant simplicity”4 of genetic science makes its
potential impact on contemporary society seemingly limitless. 

“[The Industrial saga] was a singular moment in world history
characterized by brawn and speed.”5 It saw the creation of the railroads,
telegraph then telephone, airplane, automobile, and it reflected “time
zones and posted speeds which heralded a new quickened pace of
life.”6 The Industrial era establishes a real, meaningful concept of time,
it is the first instance where time is really used as an organizing concept
for society. Time and distance, when used together to organize society,
create a society of transversal, and speed or velocity emerge as the func-
tional unit of measurement, or the functional unit of human existence.
As new technologies accelerated life in the industrial era, transgressing
established conventions organizing the relationship between time and
distance, the presence of velocity as a stable measurement for society
remained. As Heidegger argues, “technology is…no mere means.
Technology is a way of revealing.”7 The primary mode of organizing
information in the dominant technology becomes the dominant way of
organizing society, and in the industrial era, this is through the combi-
nation of pre-industrial measures of distance and new measures of
time, into velocity. Velocity, it can be argued, was not the primary meas-
ure of existence in the pre-industrial society, instead there existed a
society based on physical geography, a society of distance. Industrial
society moves from the exclusively physical geography into a geogra-
phy of time and distance combined as the increasing speed of life col-
lapses the hegemonic power of distance, forcing in considerations of
time. 

Once again, society is moving toward a similar shift in organiza-
tional form, but now it is not the addition of a new vector into the
organization of time and space, but the removal of all velocity from
society at the hand of a completed science of the gene. This will not be
a return to a pre-industrial society organized once again around physi-
cal problems of distance, and not the realization of a static society
devoid of change, but a society of stasis. While the appearance of con-
tinuity and the linear progression of time remain, any unplanned
change from the current condition is protected against and strictly
policed. Bioinformatics and genetic science, by seeking to read the
future of the individual in the gene, halts velocity prior even to the
moment of conception. Life is accelerated throughout the industrial era
until the point where it no longer has velocity. This is the genetic or
bioinformatics era. When all information that is deemed to be impor-
tant within a society, such as the potential for disease, criminality, edu-
cation, mood or behaviour8 is either pre-determined or known before



birth, the individuals potential for velocity, or potential energy, has
already been exhausted. There is nothing left to do but live within the
confines of what has been set forth. Little to no deviation is possible, as
potential for unexpected action will be policed out in the waging of
peace on the domestic society.  

This possible future is explored in Minority Report, where a soci-
ety able to prove criminality before the event of the crime moves to a
policy of preemptive arrest and punishment.9 Ideologically our society
has been primed for this through the trial and militaristic prosecution
of Saddam Hussein in the most recent Iraq War10, but it is also being
made scientifically possible (on the general level of potential transgres-
sion, not individual transgression, but it would appear that the gener-
al level is far more insidious and threatening than the individual as
fewer qualifications are required for conviction) by genetic science and
the mapping of the human genome. This future is being drawn closer
by developments such as the completion of the haplotype map, the
mapping of “genetic differences between.. the world’s ethnic groups.”11

Genetic science allows for Minority Report Style preemptive policing,
but applied genetic science must strike at a point much earlier before
the actual event of transgression, it must begin with the potential trans-
gression. 

Minority Report explores how a new perspective can fundamen-
tally alter the organization of society. Heidegger comments that tech-
nology is no mere means, but it is a way of revealing.12 In Minority
Report we can see how technology functions in this way. Truth is not
revealed through the actions of individuals, instead truth, criminality
or innocence, is revealed through a unique ability to predetermine the
actions of individuals, a new way of seeing.13 From this perspective
technology is not a means though which the negative impact of crimi-
nal action can be avoided, but it is the framing of reality within a tech-
nology that privileges a certain type of information in order to produce
the truth of individual innocence or guilt without relying on the phys-
ical act for confirmation. 

The future Minority Report presents has already been realized to
a much lesser extent in the U.S., and threatens with the aid of biotech-
nology to be fully realized and expanded upon. Joan Hawkins presents
one example: 

Journalist Ted Rall reported on the terrifying case of 2 teenaged
girls from Queens who have been arrested — one for rebelling
against parental authority and the other for an essay she wrote
as part of a school assignment. According to reliable news
sources, ‘the FBI says both girls are an imminent threat to the
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security of the United States based upon evidence that they plan
to become suicide bombers.’ The feds admit that they have no
hard evidence to back their suspicions. Nothing. Just an essay
written for a school assignment and parental claims that one girl
was defiant of authority. ‘There are doubts about these claims,
and no evidence has been found that... a plot was in the works,’
one Bush administration official admitted to the [New York]
Times. ‘The arrests took place after authorities decided it would be bet-
ter to lock up the girls than wait and see if they decided to become ter-
rorists.’14

Minority Report is the application of this conclusion, if we can tell who
is going to, or is likely to commit a crime before they actually take
action, why not stop them then? And if we can use genetics to deter-
mine before birth who the world would be better off without, why not
take action then, before any criminality has the chance to express itself.
Genetic science moves the point of transgression away from the real-
ized action to the potential action, and creates the possibility to locate
the potential action prior to birth, or with the use of the parents genes,
prior even to conception. This is already taking place in the form of
Genetic councilors, who police potential parents for a sign that their
child might be a burden to them, and to the state.15

In Minority Report a new perspective, vision through a technolo-
gy allowing future criminality to be opened to the present, is coupled
with the police function, the identification and arrest of those deemed
criminal by this new mechanism of revealing. Thus, seeing is interwov-
en with targeting, on the basis of criminality, a “changing patterning of
perception and embodiment” that functions to arm vision.16

Jordan Crandall describes how this tracking process functions:

A viewing-agency moves over its object of target, scanning its
line of action, extracting data. This data is processed, stored, and
made searchable and analyzable for ever-narrowing strategic
margins… while it scans for data in the past or present, the track-
ing mode is always oriented toward the future.17

The development and expansion of genomic mapping, from the basic
map of the human genome to subsequent haplotype maps, is run
through with the demands of this tracking function, with this desire to
see through to the future. In the attempting to acquire a complete
knowledge of the human genome, ideally represented in a single data-
base, there is the overt desire to create a new form of vision. The abili-
ty to see the human existence through the framework of the genetic

72 - Terry McKall



code. Through genomics, “anthropocentric, linear seeing is displaced
into networks, and a new kind of visual/compositional logic arises.”18

The way in which we view health, disease, reproduction, medicine,
and the form of human life becomes subsumed to the logic of genetic
vision, in a move that sees our identity intrinsically tied to our genetic
composition.19

This new genetic vision is in no way freed of interests of the mil-
itaristic targeting function described in Armed Vision and demonstrat-
ed in Minority Report. Subsuming our visual orientation to the genetic
lens is closely connected with the domesticization and corporealization
of warfare technology and the military logic.20 Genetic science, howev-
er, does not adopt this aggressive and overtly militaristic language of
domination and destruction, instead choosing to embed itself in the
utopian language of medical science. This enables genetic scientists
and doctors pushing the frontiers of genetic medicine to disguise the
implementation of tracking and targeting functions as emancipatory
developments freeing patients from undue suffering. This definition of
this undue suffering ranges from crippling diseases like pretzel dis-
ease21 that cause immense physical suffering, to the grey zones of ADD
and memory problems,22 to the obviously suspect area of under devel-
oped, or less superior, intelligence capabilities and muscle structures.
The latter is most commonly framed as genetic enhancement, but
potentially defined in terms of reducing negative effects of competitive
disadvantage.23 But tracking, targeting, and subsequent destruction of
the oppositional entity, are not restricted to the realm of overt militaris-
tic action, or aggressive Nazi styled social eugenics, these are merely
the most visually offensive forms of these processes. Instead these
functions are forms of the act of engagement with the subject. Instead
of being understood as a strictly military firing mechanism, “a trigger
is not a specific object, so much as it is a metaphor for an activation cen-
ter between perception, technology, and the pacings of the body.”24

With genetic medicine this activation center is primarily the site
of developing genetic medicine practices, including the already very
developed practice of genetic counseling.25 Specifically in genetic coun-
seling we can see the way in which the genetic perspective produces a
primarily genetic identity for the parents, which connects them to a
network of genetic knowledge. “Past activity, present actuality and
future inclination are interwoven,”26 integrated with databases to pro-
duce a potentiality, the probable genetic form of the child. This track-
ing and targeting information is used to determine the potential for
deviance, termed as predisposition to inherited genetic disease, which
the child possesses. Where “the trajectory of a targeted plane is tracked
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in order to calculate its future position for interception,”27 the predicted
genetic trajectory of the child is calculated in order to justify abortion
arguing the prevention of physical suffering of the child. Effectively,
this is the definition of the ‘illegal gene’ and the punishment of the
transgression it represents. 

While there are instances of horrible disease that make the prac-
tice of genetic counseling appear justifiable, genetic science is not so
blunt a weapon as to be limited to obliteration of the entire body, or
abortion, and so is not so easily accepted or rejected. In place of total
rejection specific deviant traits can be targeted, as demonstrated in the
‘Eighth Day Clinic’ in Gattaca, enabling the eugenic goal of social
homogenization through the redirection of the child’s genetic vector,
altering the individual’s development trajectory from premature death
by heart disease to a health life, with out resorting to termination.
While Gattaca otherwise makes a conscious effort to present a perfectly
multicultural future (with the notable exception of anyone of Arab dis-
sent), traces of the more threatening aspects of this non-confrontation-
al, enabling eugenics28 are revealed when the African-American doctor
at the clinic Eighth Day Clinic notes that the parents have chosen fair
skin as a desirable trait. The complete science of genetics is accompa-
nied by a complete, though less easily observed, ideology mediating
the application of the science. 

In Homefront and Trigger Crandal establishes the intimate con-
nection between data, surveillance, and targeting, the function he terms
“seeing-aiming-firing,” which relates closely to Eugene Thacker’s arti-
cle on Bioinformatics. Through Thacker’s article we might rewrite data
= surveillance = targeting29 as bioinformatics = genetic testing = genet-
ic medicine. But there is an important distinction between Crandall’s
observation of military surveillance and Thacker’s bioinformatics, as
Crandall is forced to retain the images and symbolic representations of
the body. These become largely absent in the genetic sciences, as there
is such a great level of abstraction that to a certain extent, the process-
ing and collection of information for bioinformatics databanks is disso-
ciated from the effect it has on the body.30 What bioinformatics deal
with, then, is not the body through its genetic structure, but the just the
genome. This objectification of data which largely removes problems of
the subjectivity associated with a body, when combined with
Crandall’s militarized surveillance, creates a much more powerful basis
for the application of genomic eugenics. The bioinformatic gaze does
not lose the militaristic elements of Crandall’s surveillance, it is the col-
lusion of the militaristic and scientific gaze, mediated and refocused by
the interests of the private firms that are conducting the research and
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implementing the real applications of bioinformatic data in genetic
medicine. This is not only the profit motives mediating Fossil’s explo-
ration of the social structuring of bioinformatics but the potential for
synergizing bioinformatics with brand ideology. One creates the image
of the ideal human form and the will to achieve it, the other creates the
biological potential to actualize this ideal. These two operate together
to establish the genetic regulation of allowable life through the desire
for ideal life. 

One recent development in bioinformatics and genetic science is
the publication of the Haploytpe Map, a new map of the human
genome that “organizes the book of life encoded in DNA into para-
graphs…that make it exponentially easier to spot genetic
mutations…and how humans evolved in different parts of the
world.”31 This is a concrete example of the practices that are enabled by
the dissociation of genetic information from the body as theorized by
Thacker. The level of abstraction from any recognizable form of the
body or sense of life allows the rationalization of racial profiling simi-
lar to the exposure of Sickle Cell Anemia, but on a far deeper level of
human existence.32 Once dissociated from the body genetic information
lacks the same subjectivity that offers a level of protection to an entity
simply by virtue of it being recognized as a body, it can be theorized
simply as an object for science to know and to manipulate. The phar-
maceutical industry is already employing this body-gene separation.
Through new practices testing of the impact of new pharmaceuticals
targeting the disease at a genetic level is done by introducing the drug
into individual molecular samples of each human tissue and measur-
ing both response to the drug and potential side effects on a genetic
level.33 This fits in with Thacker’s removal of body from genomics in a
way that turns the subjective body into the objective molecular make-
up; this does it by further removing any traces of the body from the
research process, separating the scientific analysis of response to drugs
on a molecular level from the body that these molecules combine to
form.

Velocity of the body is not completely removed by eugenic
genetics alone, but must be combined with developments in bioinfor-
matics, and computational biophysics, in order to realize the potential
for the creation of an engineered stasis.Again, a society in stasis is dif-
ferentiated from a static society in that life continues but no unplanned
or unengineered change can take place. Crandall describes how vectors
of time and space are layered so that our experience of reality is funda-
mentally altered.34 Changes in what is to come may only arise from
changes in what and how we experience in the present as the future
becomes contained, and its velocity exhausted, within the present.
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This potential is no longer the realm of science fiction; it is being
realized in the form of IBM’s new supercomputer Blue Gene/L. The
Kollman-Duan equation modeling segments of the protein folding
process, which was first calculated in 1998 on a 10 teraflop supercom-
puter over the span of over two months, has been calculated by Blue
Gene/L in less than a week. This was done with the computer operat-
ing at a capacity of 136.8 teraflops, just over one third of the supercom-
puters expected final top speed of 360 teraflops.35 In creating the poten-
tial for knowledge of how DNA forms and interacts with protein, the
eugenic moment can be relocated prior to the individual, and prior to
that individuals moment of velocity. When we know what the egg and
sperm will combine to produce without having to combine them, the
eugenic requirements are no longer applied to an existent entity (the
fetus in the earliest stages) but to a potential entity. This turns eugenics
from social planning, guidelines from which society flows, to social
engineering, where society is produced. There is no velocity in the
resultant being, only authorized action, pre-approved movement, not
progress of the individual, but the fulfillment of an engineered role. The
potential energy of the individual is never converted into the kinetic
energy of velocity, the individual is used up in the stage of potential.

It is important to note that where “Scientists and engineers
became our new authorities on almost everything that mattered”36 in the
industrial era, now this authority is threatening to be totalized.
Baudrillard’s examination of the Iraq war gives an account of the polit-
ical will to total power37 which converges with Liess’ account of the
acceptance of the authority of the scientist, and now the genetic scientist
empowered by biotechnology, as acquiescence to the technological
imperative.38 This is particularly important when we look at the scale of
implications associated with biotech industry, which can be done in
comparison to the chemistry and physics revolutions that preceded the
current dominance of biology. Rifkin describes how in these previous
phases “We peered into the micro world of atoms and electrons and
rewrote the book of nature with the discoveries of quantum mechanics
and relativity theory.”39 Genome mapping and bioinformatics technolo-
gies promises to perform a similar social rewriting; social theories that
will be the biological equivalent of quantum mechanics will be pro-
duced in the language of bioinformatics. Liess notes that this new
rewriting will be on a qualitatively different level than previous periods
of chemistry and physics dominance, as where these alter the rules and
structure of the world we interact with.40 When biology and genetics
modify our very being at the level of the genome through genetic
enhancement, the nature of life and the body have the potential to be
fundamentally altered.
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The developments in methods of harvesting both plant and ani-
mal life provide a view into the future application of genetics to the
human body, as both are far more advanced in the field due to lack of
social restraints on research. In the case of animals the sacred barrier of
cloning life was breached in the mid-90’s with the production of Dolly
the cloned sheep in Scotland.41 Both plant and animal life have been
altered by a challenging on the genomic level to produce capital, as
energy, as food supply, as a source for organs and drugs, that has
changed the way in which they function as standing reserve for human
consumption.42 The imposition of genetic modification of plant and
animal life for commercial purposes by private corporations holds par-
ticular importance to any study of the progression of human genetic
research and consequences, as in being viewed as standing reserve
both have been fundamentally altered. This has had immense social
consequences, particularly in the area of privatized forms of plant life,
which has seen the vast majority of plant life privatized and regulated
through the patenting of seeds based on knowledge of their genetic
composition, creating the possibility of ‘illegal seeds’. As private
biotech firms begin to patent the knowledge of the human genome, it
would be wise to consider what consequences the regulation of plant
and animal life on a genetic level has already had on society. The
biotechnology revolution in agriculture not only exposes the extent to
which engineering of a life form is possible, but the extent to which this
process can be dictated by the demands and desires of corporate enti-
ties. As corporate involvement in biotechnology grows the resulting
loss of accountability to the general population will remove any claims
to legitimacy. This is already beginning with the patenting of genomic
information, as it did with the patenting of seeds. 

It might be argued, in order to justify such patenting move-
ments, that human life is in some way different, more sacred, than plan
or animal life, and so gene patents would result in genetic regulation
being used in the same way that seed patents and animal engineering
have been. This argument faces two problems. Its location within the
confines of the philosophy of biology precludes is from any meaning-
ful engagement with recent developments in biotechnology, which
have dissociated the gene from the body. By dealing with data, not
bodies or life forms, biotechnology has sidestepped or bypassed alto-
gether arguments founded solely on the sanctity of life.43 Again, the
argument seems inadequate in light of the social consequences of our
existing practices of agricultural genetics, which already display a pro-
found disrespect for the sanctity of human life, and the basic right to
life. 
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A critical element to the potential development is the current
international legal and political structure, which it can be argued lacks
not only the political motivation to prevent and real harm to human life
(as demonstrated by Rwanda, which would leave us in the position
that bioinformatics would be deployed only non-western nations/indi-
viduals) but that the invisibility of TNC’s legally44 also creates a sce-
nario where the extension of this application of bioinformatics to
Western populations could not be effectively blocked. Specifically,
TNC’s do not formally posess international legal personality and so are
not directly subject to international laws, and they take on an amor-
phous form that makes their specific national subjectivity ambiguous,
but at the same time are taking on a significant regulatory role in inter-
national law, creating a crisis of legitimacy in international law.45 This
alone is not reason enough to believe that it would reach the heart of
Western civilization, as there is a social division between the margins of
Western society and its core. But there are several possible ways of con-
ceiving the collapse of this final barrier to total eugenics. 

Jean Baudrillard, in his article “The Mask of War” explores how
the center of the West could be directly targeted by a shift toward
eugenic genetic science by looking at the Iraq War and how it has
altered the nature of power in the United States. He makes the argu-
ment that the complete disregard for the democratic requirement of
representational support, the foundation of democracy, creates an
“unrestrained power” that exists “in a state of nature (with no longer a
natural brutality, but a technological one).”46 Without the limits of
accountability to its own domestic population there is little resistance to
a eugenic movement. There is also the political drive to do so, as
Baudrillard describes how “this power that does not have a legitimate
reference any longer or even one true enemy (since it transforms it into
some kind of criminal ghost) turns without compunction against its
own populations.”47 The impossibility of a final conclusion to the non-
event of the Iraq War, since an invisible enemy can not be vanquished
or dominated, creates a situation where the aggressive and militaristic
rhetoric of the administration is potentially redirected. In being unable
to find means outside its borders to resolve the threat created by the
unplanned event of 9/11, it could very easily turn inward and come
down on its own population. 

This inward eugenic turn is all the more threatening when con-
sidered as the practice congruent with the revealing of reality through
the lens of biotechnology. Beyond even the threat of the acquiescence to
a biotechnological imperative, where we consciously do not object to
obvious negative consequences of biotechnology, William Leiss argues
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that biotechnology presents an even more subversive threat. This is
that if the under theorization of developments in genetic science is not
challenged advancements in the field will continue to be presented in
the utopian language of medical progress.48 Already this language has
been used in the justification of genetic testing at birth,49 the application
of Supercomputer technology to genetic research50 and the creation of
a Haploytype map that creates genetic profiles comparing the different
races51. Respectively, these were advocated as solutions enabling us to
curb the effects of genetic disease through genetically informed pedi-
atric care, develop pharmaceutical solutions to genetic disease such as
Alzheimer’s Disease caused by the mis-folding of protein, and the cre-
ation of more efficient drugs based on racial based genetic differences. 

But the social eugenic drive from within is not the product of a
single force, its impetus can also be accredited to the privately owned
medical and pharmaceutical industry that profits massively from pro-
viding the means to realize the social ideals pushed by brand ideology.
As Baudrillard states; “Technological society thrives on a tenacious
myth, the myth of un-interrupted technical progress accompanied by a
continuing moral ‘backwardness’ of man relative thereto” which
absolves the system of production of all responsibility for the conse-
quences of its production.52 For this reason Western society will not
challenge the provision of genetic enhancements by the medical indus-
try, it will be a reflection of mans moral backwardness and so man, as
individuals and groups, should be punished and technology left to
continue on. 

Supplying the means to satisfy the social desire for self-improve-
ment, aside from even ‘legitimate’ medical applications, has the poten-
tial for a near limitless source of profit. As Leiss gives the example, a
scientist claiming to be able to increase muscle mass growth through
genetic therapy was overwhelmed with inquiries. Most of those inter-
ested were un-phased by the unknown potential consequences of such
treatment.53 The size of the American market for cosmetic surgery also
suggests that any company able to provide genetic enhancement will
be met with sizable financial rewards. This pressure to conform to the
ideal form of existence, or health, and physical appearance, through
the private provision of genetic enhancement reaches a new level of
potential threat to society when the patenting of the human genome is
introduced. This could function as the realization of the privatization
of the access to life, or at least the access to a life in a competitive envi-
ronment.54 As in Gattaca, there is the distinct potential that the
enhanced body would expand until it formed the privileged class in a
new social structure, with the “faith-births,” those unable to afford or
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obtain genetic enhancement forming a new social underclass. This
opens the door for discrimination “justified by science.”55

What Gattaca presents is not just the formation of a new social
class, but the realization of this new biological divide by way of con-
sumer choice. Liess also stresses that social cleavage is not necessarily
imposed on a population, but may present itself as facilitating improve-
ment necessary for existence in a competitive society. While initially
this may distinguish between the members of a very small new elite
class, we can see by way of Gattaca that it has the potential to expand
into the dominant form of life on the planet and form a new norm that
distinguishes not superiority, but the inferiority of those not genetical-
ly enhanced. There is no need for the imposition of eugenic standards
and regulations when to not conform to the social norm is to relegate
you or your child to a lower or lesser from of being, to membership in
a social underclass. 

There is also no need to supply a new ideal being to act as a stan-
dard for societies self-imposed eugenics, as a comprehensive network
of images and ideas as to what the body and the individual should
aspire to exists courtesy of brand culture. Branded media provided by
Time Warner, branded lifestyle sold to you by Starbucks in your coffee,
and now branded life, the culmination of the network of branding
images imposed on society and sold to you by biotech and genetic med-
icine companies.56 In the Eighth Day Center in Gattaca the geneticist
offers Antoine’s parents not only a host of desirable physical traits,
from eye colour to race, but several cosmetic choices as well, the abili-
ty to excel at music, or advanced ability to understand math. In the age
of genetic science, cosmetic genetics is not limited to outward physical
appearance as cosmetic surgery is now. It enters into a far more com-
plex system of images and desires that have been developed over
decades by companies trying to package lifestyle in order to sell it
through consumer goods. This is where corporate brand culture has the
opportunity to shape and mediate the direction of bioinformatics and
fundamentally, our knowledge of the genome, when the new technolo-
gy of the genome becomes lost “in thrall to fashion and forced con-
sumption”57 as a consequence of growing involvement of private
biotech firms. 

One critical aspect of understanding bioinformatics and genetic
science is the social context that the science is developed within. Stem
cell testing is not inherently dangerous, but takes the form of a threat
within the framework of the philosophy of biology, where human exis-
tence is held as somehow sacred.58 We can closely observe how in the
development of bioinformatics, “code is haunted and transformed by
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the interaction of conceptual and biological sequencing,” it does not
exist independent of the social reality it is introduced into, but both
mediate and drive the developments of the other.59 The functioning of
this relationship, and especially how a collective consciousness can cre-
ate a real existence, is explored by Gary Zebington in his net art project
“Fossil.” The project takes the form of a traditional inkblot test, but
with the modification that the ink is constantly morphing shapes, and
only begins to solidify as the viewer inputs responses. Frequently
repeated responses have more of an hardening effect, while new
responses show little impact, with results being stored from user to
user so that a set of collective perceptions are formed. Just as the
human genome map was initially presented as near-raw data, “initial-
ly unencumbered by experience, Fossil is gradually infested by subjec-
tivities and perceptions….as its identity and self-perception are fixed
by collective perception, it hardens into aged stillness where freedoms
of appearance are eliminated.”60

Fossil is described as a “private genome of words” which mim-
ics the biological human genome, as it develops its form reflects those
who are responsible for developing, or ‘reading’ it.61 As the human
genome project solidifies into a more rigid data set, through such proj-
ects as the Hap Map, it will be clear that what we are really discover-
ing in the genome is a reflection of ourselves rewritten in the language
of genetic data. The continuing history of racism will not be eradicated
by the genome project, but reflected in it and amplified as it is cement-
ed in our minds as a scientific truth. Class divisions threaten to be
reflected in a growing ‘genetic divide’ that reflects current class divi-
sions, as we have seen happen with the development of technology in
the late 20th Century with the emergence of the ‘digital divide.’62

This contrasts Heidegger’s conception of a society purely
defined by the technology through which it is observed, presenting a
much more complex understanding of the influence the genome will
have on our society. It is undeniable that, as Heidegger observes, to
accept science as a neutral force will have serious negative impacts on
society63 as technology exists and shapes society as a way of revealing,
as the site of the revelation of truth.64 But it must be recognized that this
technology is not imposed on a static society which it proceeds to set
into motion under its own rules. It is introduced into, and developed
within a pre-existing society with well developed ideological founda-
tions. As Fossil demonstrates, those who develop the technology to
read and alter the genome have a significant impact on the form of our
final understanding of the genome. They shape the way in which
knowledge of the genome is presented, and can be read, infusing it

Development of the Genomic Gaze - 81



with understandings of race and gender, among other things, that are
socially created. If a period of stasis is the eventual product of this body
of knowledge, it is important to understand that this will not be the
conclusion of a linear history of progression toward a perfect society
and, over the deafening roar of claims to medical achievement and sci-
entific improvement, to question what has been sacrificed and silenced
in order to achieve this stasis. To best understand how the genome will
change our society, and the final form that both genetic science and our
social organization will assume, we must look at the way in which the
two elements mediate each others development in a mutual shaping
effect. Neither ideology nor technology can exceed the boundaries set
out by the other, but both may influence where these borders lie.
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