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WHEN BACTERIA GET GOOD

Progress, Purity, and the Making of Probiotics

SURF Conference Panel Session 4A

By: Allison Yates
Mentor: Professor Cori Hayden, Anthropology

The amount of microbial and bacterial cells in the human body—the cells of so-called “nonhuman”
organisms—actually outnumber the amount of human cells known to make up our bodies by a
ratio of approximately ten-to-one.' The past decade has seen a rise in scientific projects that
explore the characteristics and significances of these non-human cells and genes.>>** Research
that maps out the microscopic environments, or microbiomes, of the human body through
genetic sequencing are beginning to have major scientific and philosophical consequences.® The
idea that a human body, that our skin and insides, are separate and isolated from the environment
around us is collapsing. Our bodies are more non-human than human.

My research project focuses on one aspect of science on the human microbiome: the
microorganisms that are said to nourish the complex non-human ecosystems inside of us. These
microorganismsare called probiotics.” Typically probiotics are taken in supplement form, or within
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yogurt, for a variety of purposes,® such as aiding digestion,” combating complications related to
the overuse of antibiotics,' helping with yeast infections,! or replenishing the stomach after
infection.'> Many bacterial strains are isolated from the milk of certain mammals,” including, as
I will later mention, humans.'* My research question investigates how probiotics products, and
the narratives about them, are discovered, imagined, and disseminated. Who is involved in the
social and scientific politics of probiotics from the moment they are isolated in a laboratory to
the day they appear on a shelf? With what authority are probiotics talked about? Who do these
narratives serve and whom do they exclude? My methodology involved participant observation
at a multidisciplinary probiotics conference, where I examined the intersections of scientific
research, public policy, and corporate interests surrounding probiotics and conducted cultural
analyses of probiotics advertising campaigns. This is a cursory survey of my data. Because of
the preliminary nature of my research data as well for the maintenance of confidentiality, my
informants will be kept anonymous.

I am compelled by explorations into the ways science literally and socioculturally
produces things, or scientific objects.”” My argument is that scientific objects such as probiotics
do not spring “ready-made” from a Petri dish to the shelf, neutral to political processes.'® Rather,
the making of probiotics is a subjective process that involves specific persons, technologies,
capital, and ideology, all embedded in a particular history. Narratives relating to nation, race,
and gender have been identified in scientific discourse but are not often openly analyzed or
critiqued within scientific venues.” In this paper, I will briefly outline some of the specific stories
I find to be involved with the making of probiotics. In this paper, I will discuss two narrative
findings that I noticed during my conference attendance at the 11" Meeting of the International
Scientific Association for Probiotics as well as during my analysis of probiotics advertisements.
I will discuss narratives of modernity and morality and conclude by considering these tropes in
light of the potential for probiotics products that are genetically personalized for consumers.

I will conduct my analysis within the lens of science and technology studies, or STS.
STS involves scholarship concerned with situating scientific information in social, cultural,
historical, and philosophical contexts.'®!* Because I am drawing from an STS background, I want
to emphasize that I am not setting out to discover if probiotics are good or bad, effective or
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ineffective. Rather, I want to understand the oftentimes-subtle processes that go into the creation
of a seemingly neutral, scientific product.”

Anthropologist Charles Briggs explains that scientific researchers and the companies who
market their products have a very specific mode of enabling public understandings of products.*!
Briggs describes the communication of these products as a form of storytelling that explains
who should consume it and why they should consume it. These science stories typically cast the
scientific inquiry in question as neutral, objective, and apolitical. He refers to such messages as
“biocommunicable.” For Briggs, biocommunicability allows for subjectivities to be erased, or at
least hidden, from view. In the tradition of STS, and Briggs’ work, I approach probiotics science
with the assumption that there is no such thing as the objective scientific story. Blocommunicable
stories are a simpler version of a more complex picture. Briggs argues that there needs to be a
methodological accounting for more than the biocommunicable aspects of science: “How we
perceive a medical object [...] is closely shaped by forms of authority that have shaped it...and
how it has been shaped in such a way as to appeal to particular publics in particular ways.”** This
critique of biocommunicable stories is the theoretical framework for my paper. My research
works to pay closer attention to probiotics science in hopes of accounting for a more complex
system of stories.

I. Probiotics: A Modern Life

My first narrative finding is the notion of the modern. During an interview about the promotion
of probiotics products, a prominent figure in world health remarked: “All we need is a narrative
that goes with the grain of modern life”* Although the notion of using fermented foods that
are understood to possess beneficial organisms inside of them, i.e. probiotics, has appeared
in medicinal systems for many centuries, this conference maintained a heavy emphasis on
probiotics as a purely modern technology.** Although such an assumption of modernity can be
practically justified—considering the fact that this conference was explicitly concerned with
biomedicine—I find there to be symbolic consequences of such categorization. Scholars and
activists in postcolonial studies and STS argue that descriptions of modernity often have the
consequence of creating juxtaposition.* ¢ If some are modern, others are pre-modern. Moreover,
the concept of the modern is often employed as a means to romanticize those who are rendered
“pre-modern.”*” For example, Lactobacillus reuteri is a strain of probiotics that, according to
BioGaia, its global distributer, “was isolated from the breast milk of a woman living in the
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Peruvian Andes, someone living in perfect harmony with nature”* I find that such a campaign
implies that the bodily resource of a more natural, less modern woman can work to nourish the
system of a less natural, more modern consumer.” In the case of another probiotics product, one
made by DuPont-Danisco, who was represented at the conference, Boston University’s Emily
Contois points out that “notably all of [the advertisements’] toned tummies were and continue
to be light skinned. I am compelled to further investigate how probiotics, an object signifying
modernity in scientific discourse, gets coded as a product for predominantly white (modern?)
bodies in American advertising campaigns. I found that at the conference, when the modern/
pre-modern dichotomy was established, one group—the modern—was coded as superior with
moral responsibilities to help the other.

II. Probiotics as Moral Objects

Thus the next narrative that I found to be persistent throughout the conference was the idea that
using probiotics (and providing them to those who cannot provide for themselves) is morally
correct. After attending a talk entitled “From Yoghurt to Vaccine for the Developing World,” one
interviewee stated: “Probiotics are morally correct; we are all here for the betterment of our
fellow human beings.”*' Certain probiotics strains have been found to prevent and treat gut and
urogenital conditions, which are chronic and rampant in certain regions of Sub-Saharan Africa.*
The “relative low cost and practical means” by which probiotics can be consumed—in a bowl of
yogurt, for example—makes probiotics a feasible form of aid.* However, the actual provisioning
of probiotics to these areas has not really taken place. One visiting scientist in the audience
attempted to explain why probiotics are not being well integrated in Sub-Saharan Africa: “These
people, ignorant in a way because of their own beliefs, sadly reject our lifesaving assistance.”**
Postcolonial theorist Chandra Mohanty warns against the reductionist and dichotomous language
used to describe individuals in the “third world” by juxtaposing them to Western subjects. She
critiques, for example, the “production of the ‘third world woman™ as a singular monolithic
subject.””” In such a representation, “third world women” are portrayed as “ignorant, poor,
uneducated, tradition-bound...victimized, etc.,” while Western scientists are coded as intelligent,
stable, progressive, and, in this case, morally obligated to transmit the lifesaving knowledge and
products of Western science—even to those who do not want it.
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III. From “bush to burb”**—Whose Guts Get to Count?

From my vantage point, probiotics products seemed to involve a different sort of market in the
“developed” world. At the conference as well as in recent literature,” scientists have discussed
the present and near-future possibilities of microbiome data use. Consumers who can afford
screening, it is predicted, will have access to detailed, personalized information about their own
microbiomes.*® They will know what kinds of bacteria are growing in them and how to maintain
positive bacterial environments by taking micro-genetically specified probiotics or changing diet
and behavior. Although one speaker touched on the importance of “global access principles,”*
I did not find there to be thorough public discussion of the disparities that could be created
between those willing to pay more for microbiome data and those who not able to do so or about

what “global access” really means and for whom.

IV. Three Observations:

1. Narratives about “modern” technology at this event often privileged, perhaps unintentionally,
the interests of scientists, public officials, and other experts as the knowledge producers.
Conference lectures and panels did not account for other persons involved in the knowledge
or product formation process itself, while BioGaia’s ad campaign (troublingly) claims that
other-than-modern persons were indeed involved in the original extraction of at least one
probiotics strain. BioGaia’s romanticizing of indigenous culture can be seen as an ethically
dubious marketing strategy. None of my informants at the conference commented on this topic.
While such a lack of commentary may be understandable given the parameters of this specific
event—one interviewee said “such issues are not considered pressing topics to discuss”—other
discussions of the “developing” world as recipients of aid did not appear to be irrelevant.*’

2. Although multiple conference topics engaged with the possibility of using probiotics
as health treatments or supplements in the “developing world,” at times I found there to be a
lack of consideration to the power dynamics involved between “developed” researchers and
“developing” aid recipients and the moralizing or dismissive rhetoric used to describe such
relationships.

3. Conference speakers discussed findings on the human microbiome, hypothesizing
that microgenetically personalized products will be seen in American and European markets

36 This is the title of the American Gut Project’s (AGP) blog found at http://humanfoodproject.com/ancestral-
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as the guts of one of its sample populations, Hadzabe hunter-gatherers around Lake Eyasi in Tanzania, all who are said
to live in closer proximity to nature, dirt, and bacteria — and have healthier guts because of it. In a forthcoming paper I
will examine the merits of the AGP while troubling its romanticizing (as well as supporter and gut-sample contributor
Michael Pollan’s romanticizing) of indigenous, non-Western diet and behavior.
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within the next few years." There was not a thorough consideration of how economically
contingent access could reinforce disparity. It is quite possible that such topics were outside of
the scope of this event.

V. Making Microbiomes

Information about human microbiome maintenance is becoming a hot topic. Michael Pollan
recently published a piece about human microbiomes,* the Human Microbiome Project
concluded this year and posted its results online, and a new open source alternative to the NIH
project called the American Gut Project aims to democratize access and understandings of
microbiome science.”” The $30 billion probiotics industry is predicted to expand in response
to new consumer demand for probiotics products that are person-specific down to the genetic
microbiotic level.** My concern is that as these realms of scholarship and consumerism take
root and expand, biocommunicable stories that appear to objectively convey all aspects of
probiotics will actually convey only a very particular picture of the world, one that invokes
Western narratives of modernity and morality, and one that may only benefit a select group
of people. Biocommunicable stories about probiotics travel through researchers eventually to
consumers—and issues of race, nationalism, and class are not a part of these stories—or, at least,
they are not carefully considered. I argue for a close analysis of what Bruno Latour calls “science
in the making”* When we look at scientific research before it is has become widely-accepted,
unquestioned knowledge, we get to see something in process. We get to become attuned to a
more complex picture of the world, and we can allow for interventions in order to deeply trouble
biocommunicable notions. This paper strives to highlight narratives that I detected during my time
at the conference as well as aspects of probiotics marketing that, as far as I have understood, are
not widely discussed. I present my argument that probiotics are socially and politically produced
not to diminish the pioneering and powerful findings of microbiome science at large. Rather, I
want to find a way to embrace these radically reorienting scientific findings without losing hold
of complex notions of social justice. As microbiome research expands the very boundaries of
what it means to be human, we cannot cease to trouble the subjectivities and systems that make
the notion of the human—especially the modern, moral human—in the first place.
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