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SCIENCE

Detlev Bronk

For all of us, the death of Detlev Bronk means that a steady and generous
source of illumination has been extinguished. But in our hearts and memories
there remains a warm afterglow.

Det Bronk was one of the most sought after and influential men in science.
He made original and fundamental scientific observations, he served as presi-
dent of two major universities, he was president of the National Academy of
Sciences for 12 years, and his contributions to this country were such as to de-
serve its highest civilian honor, the Medal of Freedom. What were the essential
characteristics that set this man apart? We think an important one was that he
enjoyed what he did; he valued the scientific life. Another was that he really
cared about people, and they reciprocated. In his address on retiring from the
presidency of the American Association for the Advancement of Science in De-
cember 1953, there is a glimpse of what science meant to him:

“As a scientist, I think of intellectual adventure in terms of scientific re-
search and inquiry. As members of the greater community of scholars, we
should think of science as encompassing all significant knowledge which
enriches life. Science in that broader sense is a great odyssey of the human
spirit. Because it is just that ... the future I envision is one of glad, confident
mornings of new days of greater satisfaction.”

This indicates another of Bronk’s characteristics. He took the broad view. As
a beginning scientist, he felt that the pinnacle of his desire was the sanctuary of
the laboratory, but he soon realized that he could not allow external forces to
control the life and future of the scientific community. Again, his philosophy is
expressed in his presidential address:

“Science shapes the lives and thoughts of men and the destiny of nations;
many who are not scientists are thus tempted by the will to serve or by the lust
for power to control the policies and conditions under which scientists must
work. Scientific research and knowledge are essential elements of modern life;
the changing patterns of civilization are influenced by and, in turn, have a
profound effect on the nature and the course of scientific activity.

*“This is justification for inclusion of some who are neither scientists nor pro-
fessional scholars in any field among administrators and trustees who play a
powerful role in guiding the affairs of science and its uses. It does not justify
their lack of understanding of science and the conditions under which it can
flourish. . . .

“Men of affairs and social influence need more knowledge of and apprecia-
tion of the traditions, ideals, and significance of science. Scientists are in part to
blame for such lack of awareness . . . we have emphasized too much our discov-
eries and their useful applications. We have inadequately revealed science as a
great intellectual adventure. Unless this quality of science is more generally
comprehended, we shall be subject to adverse pressures that result from lack of
understanding.”

As president of Johns Hopkins University in the McCarthy era, Bronk
learned something about adverse social pressures, but it was another of his
characteristics that he had courage and knew when to display it:

“Progress requires courage. If we are to fulfill our rightful role in the further-
ance of science, we need abundant courage. For this we are fitted by tradition
and by the nature of our calling, for we are discoverers and teachers of new
knowledge which is usually challenged and disputed. And so, there is no place in
science for timid men and women who are unwilling to defend their necessary
freedom for inquiry and free unprejudiced discussion.”

But Bronk was no arrogant dissenter. He was basically a shy person, and like
many great men he was modest. He was aware of his own place and the place of
science in the larger scheme of things. It is told that some time during his years
as president of the Rockefeller University he received a gift of money, which his
fellow scientists pressed him to use for some worthy investigation or other; in-
stead he spent it on a flower garden.

—NEVA M. ABELSON AND PHILIP H. ABELSON



