Vignettes: Literary Marksmanship

A microbiologist who publishes an article in Science or Nature knows that at least
90 percent of the readership will not be in a position to read it critically. But she will
also have the satisfaction of appearing on the dais alongside luminaries from other
fields, in plain view of university colleagues from remote departments who will be
suitably impressed by her association with their big names—a reciprocal exchange
of reputation that allows scientists to taste the pleasures of purely literary fame.

—Geoffrey Nunberg, in Future Libraries (R. Howard Bloch and Carla Hesse, Eds.;

At the point in history when Darwin lived, it was still very much required for
scientists to be interested in writing as writing. It is not simply that they could tell
better “stories”; nor is it true that they were allowed greater spontaneity in their use
of language, a free hand at invention. It is more that the repertoire of materials and
techniques, the latitude of expressive possibility, the toolbox of authorship, in other
words, was far larger than that allowed scientists today. Building a variety of
different discourses and using a variety of literary tactics was part of what was
demanded and expected, by readers and writers both. Scientific writing simply
partook of the greater literary field. Much technical writing, after all, was still aimed
at the educated public generally: both reader and author were therefore entitities

of greater scale than today.

—Scott L. Montgomery, in The Scientific Voice (Guilford)
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Cooperation thus depends on conflict—it is
through asserting their divergent interests
that ESA members find the basis for unity.

Decisions are the concrete expressions of
unity, and, in perhaps the best chapter of the
book, Zabusky examines these “quintessen-
tially political moments in working togeth-
er” (p. 126). Decisions terminate disagree-
ment; they involve the exercise of power and
control, and they confront the seemingly

egalitarian community of free-thinking engi-

neers and scientists with the reality of orga-
nizational hierarchy The question Zabusky
poses is how the participants come to terms
with the contradiction between their culture
of equality (and conflict) and the require-
ment that they accept authority. She argues
that they do so in two ways. First, they have
developed a “discursive system of evasion,”
which allows them to claim a kind of moral
superiority for their work compared to the
work of others; for example, scientists dispar-
age the work of administrators as mere “pol-
itics,” in contrast to their own concern with
“science.” Science, in this view, is valued
because it is both technical and nonhierar-
chical. Second, participants emphasize alter-
natives to hierarchy—the circulating of au-
thority and the sharing of responsibility.
These imply decision-making through con-
sensus, a voluntary commitment to group
objectives, a willingness to trust others to
meet their commitments, and a willingness
to share blame.

Finally, Zabusky argues, what keeps the
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scientists and engineers participating in this
process of extracting cooperation from con-
flict and maintaining equality in the face of
hierarchy is that they are engaged in a
“sacred journey” (p. 197) to a higher, more
transcendent form of cooperation than the
pragmatic version that characterizes their
daily routine. Sacred cooperation is the ul-
timately unattainable domain of “real
work,” where all that matters is the techni-
cal imperatives of data collection and anal-
ysis and the mundane intrusions of politics
and hierarchy are kept out.

Zabusky has written a subtle and pene-
trating account of an important form of
cooperative activity. In reading it, however,
three reservations occurred to me. First, it
seems that the prose is more difficult than it
needed to be; frankly, the book is a tough
read. Second, I wondered whether the pro-
cess of cooperation at a more culturally
homogeneous organization like NASA
would look any different from that analyzed
here. Third, I was unconvinced by the no-
tion of sacred cooperation as the motiva-
tion for the participants’ continued collec-
tive efforts. Zabusky admits that this is an
imputed motive rather than one that has
been empirically identified; but perhaps the
participants’ true motivations, like their ev-
eryday work, were more practical.
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Aussi Notable

Scientifically Yours. In two volumes. Tech-
nigue et Documentation (Groupe Lavoisier),
Paris, 1995. Paper, F320. Le Courrier de la
Communication Scientifique en Anglais: 300
Modeéles de Lettres. LYDIE NAVARD, ATRICK
NAVARD, and GERALD FULLER. xvi, 352 pp.
400 Tests d’Anglais Appliqués a la Communi-
cation Scientifique Internationale: Avec Corri-
gés. LYDIE NAVARD. viii, 119 pp., illus.

This pair of books is intended to help fran-
cophone scientists make their way by mail
in the English-speaking world. The authors
(a teacher of English to students at the
Ecole des Mines, a research director at the
Centre National de la Recherche Scienti-
fique, and a professor at Stanford Universi-
ty) have anticipated many kinds of social
and professional situations that may arise in
the pursuit of a scientific career and in “Le
Courrier” present a total of some 300 model
letters in English for dealing with them.
The models are categorized according to
études supérieures, early postgraduate affairs
(“le candidat”), relations with potential and
actual employers, meeting arrangements,
publication, projets de recherche, commercial
relations, social activities, and business trips
(déplacements professionels), with a detailed
table of contents (in French) and two in-
dexes to facilitate finding the right letter for
the purpose at hand. Most of the letters are
designed for relatively routine transac-
tions—responding to invitations, inquiring
about positions, submitting manuscripts, or-
dering equipment, and so on—but some
knottier matters such as rebutting review-
ers’ comments (“Obviously, he either did
not carefully read our text or he did not
understand its scientific content”) and de-
manding co-authorship are also represent-
ed. The letters are perhaps somewhat stiffer
in style than the typical letter from an
English-speaking scientist, nor are they
entirely free of infelicities or outright er-
rors, but they are clear and succinct and
should be serviceable not just for French
users but for others who know some En-
glish but are uncomfortable composing
science-business correspondence in the lan-
guage. The second volume: of the pair, ar-
ranged according to the same ten categories
as the first, consists of a series of multiple-
choice tests requiring the reader to supply
the idiomatic phrases missing in a variety of
statements needed in common situations:
“This course will end [at/with/by/into] a gen-
eral discussion.” The section of “corrigés” at
the end gives the correct answers with
French translations of the sentences, and
there are indexes categorized as grammatical
and vocabulary.
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