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SCIENCE

Taxonomy of Research

October 9 was the publication date for Symposium on Basic Re-
search, the report of a symposium held last May under the joint
auspices of the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, the National Academy of
Sciences, and the AAAS. The very title of the symposium raises the
problem of the meaning of the term basic research. Trouble starts
when someone asks for a definition, for while one person can define
basic research, two are likely to disagree.

This situation arose at the Symposium on Basic Research. Various
definitions were offered; all were objected to. It soon became apparent
that it would be very difficult to frame a definition on which all
could agree. Some participants thought the effort was worth while and
should be made; others took the position that the difficulties were too
great. The latter attitude prevailed, and the effort was dropped.

The discussion reminded us of an article in the Research Review
of the South African Council for Scientific and Industrial Research,
and sent us hunting back to the June 1958 issue in which G. M.
Dreosti optimistically wrote that “it is high time that definitions be
agreed upon among scientists, and officially adopted,” and in justifica-
tion of the need, cited this list of terms: “academic research, ad hoc
research, applied research, basic research, borderline research, devel-
opmental research, directed research, experimental research, theoreti-
cal research, exploratory research, industrial research, non-directed
research, pot-boiling research, pure research, technological research,
long-term research, short-term research,” and added that there were
many more.

This is a forbidding list if one attempts to distinguish each term
from all the others. But the list is useful, for it shows clearly that
the terms differ along several dimensions. Perhaps some day an admin-
istrative Linneaus will bring taxonomic order into the array. Perhaps
a semantic factor analyst will develop a multidimensional classification
in which each kind of research fits neatly into its own proper pigeon-
hole.

Perhaps more likely is the dismal possibility that the word re-
search will become useless. H. K. Nason recently wrote in the Bulletin
of the American Society for Testing Materials, “In words we have
discovered a fertile area for application of our national mania of
faddism, and already many useful old friends have met the ultimate
fate to which faddism always leads—exhausted oblivion. Research
is the latest discovery of the word hucksters, and already this vener-
able and useful old term is being sucked dry.” There is little protection
from the word hucksters, but scientists themselves need not be guilty
of using all the variants on Dreosti’s list. As C. V. Kidd pointed out
in Science (13 Feb. 1959) there are two major reasons for distinguish-
ing between basic research and applied research (we can get along
without the other terms): In explaining basic research to nonscientists
precise definition is not needed to convey “a sense of the nature of
basic research, a feeling for its importance, and an appreciation of
the motives and working conditions of scientists.” In budget classifica-
tions so many other factors are involved that common consent or
some arbitrariness of definitions must be relied upon, but surely a
short list of terms is sufficient.

Instead of futilely trying to define a long list of terms, the better
counsel would seem to be to relax about definitions and to con-
centrate on the quality of the research, regardless of its setting or
purpose. This suggestion makes us note that “good research” was
not on Dreosti’s list. Don’t ask us to define that one either.—D.W.



