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Extended Abstract

Genetically modified products have been the site of controversy over the last two decades.
The main objective of this study is to examine these claims and identify the claim makers
that raise these claims. This is a qualitative case study and data has been collected from
three sources: interview with key actors in the field, the contents of three debates among
the claim-makers and specialized and non-specialized texts related to the field. Research
findings show two networks have been formed around genetically modified products.
Each network consists of different groups and actors with a common view about
genetically modified products. Network of proponents frame genetically modified
products as food security, clean environment, healthy food and national production. The
network of opponents frames them as risks to environment and human health and a
scheme for the intrusion and manipulation of the agricultural system particularly in
developing countries. The dominance of a group of frames has different consequences for
society.

Keywords: genetically modified products, controversy, networks, frames

1. PhD Student of Sociology, Faculty of Social and Economic Sciences, Al-Zahra University,
Tehran, Iran

<l m.moazami@alzahra.ac.ir

2. Professor of Sociology, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Tehran,, Tehran, Iran

< mtavakol@ut.ac.ir

3. Professor of Sociology, Faculty of Social and Economic Sciences, Al-Zahra University, Tehran, Iran
< kh.safiri@alzahra.ac.ir


http://dx.doi.org/10.22035/isih.2020.3650.3831
http://dx.doi.org/10.22035/isih.2020.3650.3831
http://www.isih.ir/article_323.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
mailto:m.moazami@alzahra.ac.ir
mailto:m.moazami@alzahra.ac.ir
mailto:mtavakol@ut.ac.ir
mailto:mtavakol@ut.ac.ir

. Interdisciplinary
Studies in the Humanities

Vol. 11
No. 4
Autumn 2019

INTRODUCTION

Biotechnology, like other branches of science and technology, was the result of
research and activities in a socio-technical system involving different actants
(Latour, 1987, 3). Biotechnology has based on molecular biology. Agricultural
biotechnology consisted of genetic engineering, production of bio fertilizers, tissue
culture and molecular markers. Genetic engineering in plants pursued three
objectives: creating resistance mechanisms in plants against pests, herbicides,
diseases and viruses, enhancing nutritional value of plants, and production of useful
recombinant (Amroose.2010, 18). The endeavor to develop biotechnology has been
started from early 1980s. In 1996, one of the Iranian experts claimed in vitro culture
of genetically modified (GM) rice. The claimed advantage of this plant was its
resistance to stem borer and subsequent decline of pesticide application. The first
GM rice was released in nature in 2005. The release of GM rice in Iran was highly
criticized by the Department of Environment and it demanded the prohibition of
unauthorized release of GM plants in the country. The prohibition of the domestic
production of GM plants lasted until 2015. A clause has been added to the 6th
development plan bill in 2015 that obliged the state to make provisions for the
production and commercialization of GM products. The addition of this clause
stimulated debate and controversy which were mainly reflected in public and social
media.

PURPOSE

The controversy over GM rice in a society was opening a window to the world that
was only available to experts and their related organizations. Through this window
it was possible to study how experts defined and represented GM products for
society. The aim of this paper was not to identify the truth or falsehood of claims
about GM products, but to have a grasp of how meaning of a particular technology
and its products negotiated and constructed in a society.

METHODOLOGY

This paper was based on a qualitative case study and adopts a constructionist
approach. The aim of this study was not to generalize the findings but to obtain a
deep understanding of technological controversies in Iran. The required data was
collected from three sources: relevant texts, unstructured interviews and academic
debates.

RESULTS

The research findings might be categorized in two parts. In the first part the frames
that gave meanings to GM products were identified, and in the second part the



actants involved in this controversy were introduced. The network of proponents
claimed that climate change, soil salinization, water scarcity and growing
population threatened the food availability and security in the country. They claim
that the only solution for these problems and obstacles were the release and
commercialization of GM products. In this frame the main problem was food
shortage. The food shortages could be overcome quickly through a technical
solution. Genetic engineering, GM plants and related experts represented as passage
points to a society free of hunger, poverty and unemployment. This narration
adopted an optimistic view of technologies in general and biotechnology and
genetic engineering in particular. Healthy food and clean environment as elements
of sustainable development frame gave meanings to GM plants and products. In
these frames GM products were the main alternative for unhealthy food produced
by conventional agriculture.

National production of GM products was another frame that contributed
meanings to GM plants. Proponents claimed that GM production was the
monopoly of a few multi-national companies, and Iranian experts broke this
monopoly power and it was a great success for [ranian experts and society. Genetic
engineering technology was promoted as a very important technology equal to
nuclear energy and opposition to it as opposition to national interests of the
country. Biotechnology experts were represented as nuclear experts and opposition
to them was similar to the terror of nuclear experts.

The network of GM opponents challenged these claims. The network of
opponent claimed that GM plants contaminate environment and they were very
harmful to human health. The opponents claimed that GM plants were similar to
Azolla plant. The introduction of Azolla to Anzali Lagoon in northern part of the
country was harmful to its ecosystem and similarly GM plants could be a signiticant
harm to the fragile environment and ecosystem of the country. GM products were
not only harmful for environment and human health, but they might threat
national security and acted as an agent of foreign enemy. GM products undermined
food and seed sovereignty. These representations made GM products as a problem
for national security.

Each network consists of different actants. The network of proponents consisted
of producers of GM products. They were experts from the Ministry of Jihad
Agriculture and members of Agricultural Biotechnology Research Institute. The
university academics and knowledge based companies were also active in framing
GM products. The network of opponents consisted of university academics
particularly from Tehran University, and three non-governmental organizations:
The Center for Sustainable Development and Environment (Canasta), Iran Organic
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Association, and the Foundation of Healthy Life Style. The networks of proponents
and opponents compete with each other to interest other actors and enroll them in
their respective network. Other actors include The Ministry of Health, The ministry
of Jihad Agriculture, The Agricultural Biotechnology Research Institute,
Department of Environment and Passive Defense Organization of Iran.

DISCUSSION

The network of proponents framed GM products as clean environment, healthy
food, national production and food security. The network of opponents framed GM
product as risks to environment and human health. For opponents GM products
were like a Trojan horse undermining food and seed sovereignty of the country and
a real threat to food and even political security. The proponent network was not
successful to interest key actors and gaining their support, while the opponent
network seemed successful to prevent the national production of GM products.

While the hegemony of proponent frames led to national production of GM
products, the hegemony of opponent network would lead to the adoption of a
restrictive and precautionary approach to GM products.

NOVELTY

It was particularly a common belief among policy makers that technical
controversies could be resolved through scientific and technical discussions. The
present study showed that the technical controversies were not mainly technical and
even technical issues could not be resolved scientifically. The experts acted as claim
makers that compete with each other to attract the support of key and influential
actors. Observing science and technology as a claim making activity was a new
approach to science and technology in the country.
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