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B ending science is a fascinating and trou-
bling investigation of the ways science is
manipulated in the process of regulatory
policy- and legal decision making. Thomas
McGarity and Wendy Wagner, both Univer-
sity of Texas law professors, present an ency-
clopedia of endeavors, undertaken largely
by industry, to distort scientific enterprise
in order to promote self-interests. Like a
number of recent books on this subject
(1-5), this one presents a serious look at the
mechanics of scientific manipulation and
should be read by scientists, social scien-
tists, legal scholars, and policy makers.

Itbegins with an overview of the enormous
sums of money at play that make science a
high-stakes enterprise and place the very
institution of science under attack: the prof-
its of drug companies and how they affect
the marketing of new drugs; the cost to man-
ufacturers of industrial pollutant cleanup;
and damages sought following occupational
or consumer exposure to hazardous agents.
As science is wrenched from the academy
and plunged into the contentious worlds of
politics, legal wrangling, and industrial deci-
sion making, the result is what the authors
term “bent science”: knowledge with skewed
objectivity and dubious accuracy, shaped
by special interests. They doubt whether it
is possible to protect the integrity of medi-
cal, environmental, and bench science from
political and economic interests and call for
more “adversarial procedures”: greater gov-
ernment, consumer, and legal oversight to
protect scientists and to watch for undue
influence over sponsored science.

The book details the systematic method-
ology that has emerged over the past few
decades to undermine scientists and society’s
faith in their work. Examples are given of
scientists and physicians well paid to attach
their names — and their impressive publica-
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tion records and prestigious institutional
affiliations — to industry-produced articles,
editorials, and commentaries. The authors
identify instances where companies and
entire industries have set up sham “research
institutes” and purportedly scientific orga-
nizations to promote favorable opinions of
their products. They examine examples of
“expert panels” of industry-hired scientists
paid to issue reports critiquing individuals
who found dangers in the use of beryllium,
the promotion of the antiobesity medication
Fen-phen, and the production and sale of
plastics, drug-eluting stents, asbestos prod-
ucts, and other materials. Casting doubt on
findings that a product is potentially danger-
ous facilitates manipulation of OSHA, the
EPA, the FDA, and other regulatory agen-
cies, thereby prolonging the product’s use
and sale. Many practices are reportedly used
to undermine unwanted scientific informa-
tion: “hiding science,” the practice of keep-
ing unwanted results from public or regu-
latory view; attacking reliable research and
proclaiming it “junk”; harassing scientists
whose results undermine claims of safety
or efficacy; and “packaging” of science via
experts paid to promote a product.
McGarity and Wagner make a good case
that the distortion of science is systemic
and not limited to a few industries behav-
ing badly. Not unexpectedly, they detail
the egregious activities of Big Tobacco, an
industry that has become a poster child for
amoral corporate behavior, and argue that
these transgressions are merely representa-
tive of a much broader assault on science
that has taken place since the end of World
War II and has accelerated since the 1970s.
One particularly disturbing aspect of
attempts to bend science is the growing use
of intimidation in the event that scientific
research collides with industry self-interest.
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The case of Herbert Needleman, a pioneer
in the discovery of the harmful effects of
low-level lead exposure on young children,
is particularly poignant. During the 1980s
and early *90s, he was accused by researchers
supported by the lead industry and forced to
defend his research before governmental and
university panels. The decade of intensive
investigation, public humiliation, and legal
wrangling ended with his vindication and
establishment of environmental health pro-
tections, but not without detriment to his
research career and likely those of others.

In the interest of transparency, I must
acknowledge that Bending science hit close
to home. In 2006, after the publication of
Deceit and denial: the deadly politics of indus-
trial pollution (5), my coauthor Gerald Mar-
kowitz and I found ourselves in the midst
of a legal attack by the chemical industry
to undermine conclusions reached in our
book. Although, as in Needleman’s case,
the experience ultimately did nothing to
our standing in the academic communi-
ty, it was searing and disruptive for many
months. My experience certainly affected
my reading of the book and predisposed me
to acceptits general message: that there are
enormously powerful interests dedicated to
bending science and creating doubt about
the integrity of challenging research.
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