
I t sounds odd coming from the mouth
of a presidential advisor, but John H.

Marburger III insists he’s not much inter-
ested in government. What does interest
him is science—optical science, to be 
precise.

Marburger didn’t seek a position at
the pinnacle of the U.S. government. But
when George W. Bush asked him to
become the president’s science advisor
and the director of the Office of Science
and Technology Policy, he couldn’t
refuse.

“I see it as an important service to the
government and to the scientific commu-
nity,” Marburger said during an interview
in his office, two blocks up Pennsylvania
Avenue from the White House. “I was
persuaded that this was an important
time for science, and people felt I could
have something to contribute.”

Marburger acknowledges that policy-
making comes with the job. But he said
he tries to focus on purely scientific ques-
tions and avoid political entanglements,
particularly partisan ones.

Because he happens to be a lifelong
Democrat, Marburger’s nomination by a
Republican president underscores the
nonpolitical nature of his position, he
said. Marburger’s predecessor in the
Clinton administration, Neal Lane,
agrees. “The science advisor’s job is pri-
marily an inside job, to advise the presi-
dent,” Lane told The Los Angeles Times
after Marburger was nominated. “That
advice, to be valuable, has to be private—
between you and the president. The sci-
ence advisor should not have any
conflicts with politics.”

The road to the White House
Marburger said he can’t remember a time
when he wasn’t fascinated by science. “I
have a great interest in how things work:
what things are made of, how things
function in the world, and that extends to
everything—to people, to organizations.
In a way, I regard administration from

the standpoint of science. I’m
interested in how things work,
what it takes to get things done.”

Born on Staten Island, N.Y.,
Marburger grew up in
Washington’s Maryland suburbs.
He took all the science and math
courses offered at his high
school. He earned a bachelor’s
degree in physics from Princeton
University in 1962, a doctorate
in applied physics from Stanford
University in 1967, and he made
notable contributions to the
young field of nonlinear optics
while at the University of
Southern California (USC) in the 1970s.
He became a professor of physics and
electrical engineering at USC, chairman
of the physics department, dean of the
College of Letters, Arts and Sciences, and
co-founder of the Center for Laser
Studies.

In 1980, he traveled back to the East
Coast to become president of the State
University of New York at Stony Brook.
He returned to research and teaching the-
oretical nonlinear optics in 1994.

When the Energy Department discov-
ered that its Brookhaven National
Laboratory was suffering serious environ-
mental, safety and health shortcomings,
Marburger was coaxed back into admin-
istration as the laboratory’s director in
1998. He won favorable reviews for his
work to fix the lab and reassure the sur-
rounding community.

Bush asked Marburger to transfer
from Long Island to Washington in June
of 2001, and the Senate confirmed the
nomination that October.

Stem cells, homeland security
and dollars and cents
Marburger said it’s easier to advise the
president about science than about sub-
jects like economics or foreign policy,
because there is “objective reality” that he
can refer to.

Usually, he said, he can turn to the
National Academies and the scientific
societies to report the state of scientific
knowledge on a particular matter.

In addition, he said, “Science in gen-
eral is well regarded by both political par-
ties and by all sectors of government.
There’s a consensus that science and tech-
nology and engineering provide the basis
for our economy and quality of life and
national security,” he said.

When science becomes embroiled in
political controversy, it’s usually not
because of the science itself, Marburger
said. “Take the stem cell issue,” he said.
“My responsibility is to make sure the
president is getting good information
about the potential of stem cells, the
research and what it might do in terms of
leading to new therapies. But the issue
with stem cell research is not related to
any of those features. It’s related to the
ethical aspects of how the work is per-
formed. Science can inform about the
opportunities, but it doesn’t inform the
ethical character of these decisions. I can
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tell you that stem cells are great, but I
can’t tell you when a fertilized egg
becomes a sacred object.”

Marburger said his office stays out of
the religious and ethical debate. But he
can’t avoid participating in choices, espe-
cially about allocating the federal govern-
ment’s finite resources. “The most
difficult decisions are whether you spend
more money on one field rather than
another,” he said, because often “there’s
not an obvious right answer.”

When making those choices,
Marburger meshes science spending with
national priorities. At the beginning of
each budget process, the science advisor
and the director of the Office of
Management and Budget prepare a
memo that lays out the president’s priori-
ties for research and development.
Departments and agencies are to prepare
their budgets in line with those priorities.
Marburger checks the departments’ and
agencies’ proposals when they come back

to the White House and tracks them
through the administration’s budget
deliberations.

“The big priorities that you can see in
the budget requests include biotechnol-
ogy, nanotechnology, information tech-
nology and technology associated with
homeland security and with environ-
mental issues,” Marburger said. Other
items in the most recent memo included
the economy, energy, education, health
and fundamental discovery. Another
emphasis, he said, is “the application of
good management principles to science.”

“Science is getting expensive,” he
noted, “and the American people deserve
to know that we’re doing the best we can
to get the biggest bang for the buck. It’s
not so easy to measure progress in basic
science. But you still like to know what
the best way is to assure yourself that
you’re working on the right things.”

Tom Price (ThePricesWrite@yahoo.com) is a 
Washington, D.C.-based journalist who focuses on
government, politics, technology, business 
and education. 
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“I have a great interest in how things work: what
things are made of, how things function in the 
world, and that extends to everything—to people, to 
organizations. In a way, I regard administration from
the standpoint of science. I’m interested in how things
work, what it takes to get things done.”

— John H. Marburger III, presidential science advisor 
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