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Letters

Role of Scientific Societies

I was interested in the editorial in
the 10 January issue of Science [127, 57
(1958)]. We are particularly sensitive to
the point which you mentioned of the
difficulty of knowing just what one can
say for science as a whole. It seems to
me, however, that there are certain
things which can be said upon which all
scientists agree—things that should be
said.

I have in mind, for example, the im-
portance of a rigorous basic education in
science, which a large portion of our in-
formed citizenry should have. Further,
all scientists will probably agree on the
need for greater emphasis on basic
research and a better understanding on
the part of the public of the importance
of basic research. Unless the scientist, or
an organization representing scientists,
speaks out for such things, scientific
progress is very likely to suffer. In other
words, it seems to me that scientists, with
the special training and talents that they
have, should combat, in some form or
other, the great anti-intellectual forces
which seem to develop almost automati-
cally in a free society.

: ErMmer HuTcHissoN
American Institute of Physics,
New York, New York

Double Standard?

The recent editorial in Science en-
titled “The Horse’s Mouth” [127, 57
(1958)], which distinguishes, by infer-
ence at least, between the validity of sci-
entific data and the theories logically de-
rived from them and the validity of
opinions of scientists concerning the so-
cial and other nonscientific implications
of their observations, is most timely in-
deed. Unfortunately, preeminence in sci-
ence may lend unwarranted weight to
the publicized opinions of scientists on
completely nonscientific matters regard-
less of the subject or the qualifications
of the individuals who are expressing
their views.

Despite the propensity of some mem-
bers of other professional groups to make
ill-considered and inaccurate statements
to the public press concerning matters
in which they have no special compe-
tence, we might reasonably expect scien-
tists, who are supposedly trained in the
discipline of objectivity, to restrain
themselves in this respect. Unfortunately,
this is not the case, as is witnessed, for
instance, by the recent address given at
the meeting of a national scientific so-
ciety to the effect that now that man has
launched a world satellite, man can dis-
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card the idea of God. Similarly, a Nobel
Prize winner in microbiology is currently
reported in the public press to have
stated that, inasmuch as immortality can-
not be demonstrated by science, it cannot
be held to be true. That, insofar as the
pertinence of scientific data is concerned,
these conclusions are non sequitur, that
the scientific method is not designed to
consider these matters, and that the au-
thors of these opinions have no formal
knowledge of metaphysics or theology, is
little realized by the general public nor,
I suspect, adequately appreciated by the
authors themselves. However, being
human, scientists will very probably con-
tinue to release through the public press
their private views on any and every sub-
ject if given the opportunity, and it is
their democratic privilege to do so.
Whether they are justified in represent-
ing such opinions as “scientific” is quite
another matter.

This brings me to the main point of
this letter; that is, that in the scientific
press, at least, articles expressing personal
opinions on nonscientific matters should
be so labeled and should be clearly dis-
sociated from objective technical reports
and reviews. Science and The Scientific
Monthly [now combined with Science,
the joint journal continuing in the Sci-
ence format] have been particularly re-
miss in this respect, due, perhaps, to the
broad nature of their coverage. During
the last year, for instance, in the journals
cited above, there have been published a
number of feature articles dealing detri-
mentally with our traditional systems of
politics, morals, and religion. That the
intellectual precepts of these aspects of
our culture should be critically scruti-
nized, I grant without reservation. I
maintain, however, that we may rightly
demand that, even though those who
undertake to write on such subjects in
scientific journals be eminent scientists,
they should still be required ‘to have
some competent technical knowledge of
their subjects and should treat the latter
with the same logic and objectivity that
they are required to use in their scientific
publications. No journal of ethics or
moral philosophy, for instance, would
accept some of the articles you have pub-
lished simply because the authors were
renowned biologists or physicists. And of
particular importance, incidental private
judgments on such matters should not
be allowed to appear in articles which
profess to be technical in nature. One of
your recent features, supposedly a dis-
cussion of theoretical biology, contained
a diatribe of dogmatic and unsubstanti-
ated statements to the effect that scien-
tists who believe in the reality of super-
natural phenomena are schizophrenic in
their reasoning, and that such irrational
beliefs preclude the scientific study of
biological phenomena! This sort of thing
has no rightful place in a tecnhical ar-

21 MARCH 1958

ticle, whether or not the editors disclaim
responsibility for the opinions of the
author. Since Science and similar jour-
nals reject scientific articles and reviews
unless evidence is presented substantiat-
ing the data presented and the reason-
ableness of the conclusions drawn there-
from, I urge a tightening of editorial
policy to raise the standards of articles
on nonscientific matters as well.
WiLLiAM B. ATKINSON
College of Medicine,
University of Cincinnati,
Cincinnati, Ohio

Meetings

Montana Academy of Sciences

The Montana Academy of Sciences,
founded in 1940, is an organization made
up of individuals interested in the bio-
logical, physical, and social sciences and
the teaching of science. The member-
ship of the academy (a recent affiliate
of the AAAS) consists of teachers and
students in the colleges and high schools
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