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P. W. Bridgman a "scientific puritan"? 
Thistagseemsmorebdittingofoneof 
thosc h i g h c o W  colonial divines who 
dabbled in natural philosophy. "Puritann 
scans an inappropriate label for a modem, 
down-to-ath Harvard physicist who not 
only parlayed painstaking studies of high 
pressures into a Nobel Prize but also pushed 
a hard-nosed scientific philosophy kuown as 
operationalism. However, historian of sci- 
ence Maila Walter argucs convinciagly that 
Bridgman was a puritan, not in his religious 
o u d d  (he was anything but a God-fearing 
d o t )  but in his general intellectual dispo- 
sition. 

Wecancapturetheessenaofthisdispo- 
sition by leaving Walter's book for a mo- 
ment and redling George Santayanays 1935 
novel, T?te Last Puritan. Santayana found in 
his Boston-bred protagonist "hatred of all 
shams, scorn of all mummeries, [and] a 
bitter merciless pkasure in the hard facts." 
Walter finds similar traits in Bridgman, a 
"scienti6c puritann who also, coincidentally, 
grew up in Boston environs. The traits 
appear as Walter tells the story of the phys- 
icist's life, especially his personal response to 
a 20thcclltury crisis of meaning- &is 
having both intellectual and moral dimen- 
sions. 

Bridgman's exposurt around 1920 to the 
emerging theories of relativity and the quan- 
tum signakd a heightening of his personal 
&is of meaning. Rattled by the erosion of 
traditional meanings of scientific concepts, 
the young Harvard prof;cssor sought darifi- 
cation in "operational analysis." Convinced 
of the human rather than trauscendental 
basis of l c m d d g q  Bridgman contended 
that the meanings of all physical concepts, 
when umectly formulated, are synonymous 
with corresponding sets of actual opera- 
tions. 

As he continued to struggle with the 
meaning ofmeamrement in thermodynam- 
ics, relativity, and the new quantum me- 
chanics, he soon distanced himself from 
earlier versions of operationalism. Because 
of his k i d ,  empiricist background, how- 
ever, he never could grasp the full epistemic 
import of quantum mechanics. Rather, he 
responded to the new physics by becoming 
preoccupied with the limits of human 
knowledge-limits that he i n c t m s i  
viewed as moral imperatives. His earlier 
emphasis on the personal as- of opera- 
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tional inquiry hardened into a "radical &- 
tential subjectivism" in which he extended 
his rejection of metaphysical absolutes from 
the cognitive realm to religious, social, and 
political realms. "Ia the last analysis," he 
wrote in 1936, "science is only my private 
science, art is my private art, religion my 
private religion, etc." Unfortunately for 
him, his view of the private and subjective 
nature of science met with indifference if not 
disdain. And ironically, the radically subjec- 
tive operationalism to which he had turned 
fbr direaion ultimately left him stranded 
under a "shadow of existential despair." In 
his novel, Santayana identitied the tragedy 
of his "last puritan": "a moral nature bur- 
dened and over-strung, and a critical faculty 
karless but helplessly subjective." Unwit- 
tingly, Santayana had written an epithet for 
Bridgman. 

Walter tells the story of her last puritan 
more as a commentator than a chronider, 
willing to c o r n  Bridgman's analyses when 
they were wrong and to complete his chains 
of inquiry when he left them danghng. In 
eEct, Walter offers an expansive inmpreta- 
tive essay rather than a constrained scholarly 
biography. Bridgman is her vehicle for a 
discerning tour of the i n d d  and moral 
issues that troubled scientifically minded 
Americans during the 6rst halfofthe 20th 
century. 
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E w u e  Care in Pregnancy and Childbirth 
("ECPC") is very different from the tradi- 
donal clinical &k its tide might sug- 
gest Such texts emphasize what cue-givers 
know (the signs, symptoms, pathoge=is, 
natural history, and projposis of diseases 
encountered in a particular clinical disci- 
pline). ECPC focuses on what they do, that 
is, on their diagnostic, prophylactic, and 
therapeutic interventions. But what makes 
ECPC unique scientifically is its systematic 
review of the existkg evidence bearing on 
the effectiveness of those interventions. 

The book opens with a discussion of 
different epidemiologic research designs and 
their merits or otherwise in reducing sys- 
tematic and random errors in estimation of 
treatment e&cts, and the second chapter 
summarizes the "materials and methods" 
used to collect and synthesize the evidence 
bearing on those effects. Following the prin- 
ciples laid out in the first chapter, the editors 
have chosen to base their syntheses primarily 
on evidence from randomized controlled 
clinicaltrials.Thetrialdtsusedasthe 
data for these syntheses are contained in the 
electronic oxfwd Database of PeriMtal Tri- 
als, the first version of which was released by 
Oxford University Press in 1988 and which 
.has been regularly updated ever since (for an 
account ofthe project see I. Chalmers et al., 
Confrofled Clinical Trials 7, 306 [1986]). 
The database of course contains d t s  of 
trials published in the conventional medical 
litera&. But in an effort to avoid bias 
stanming from the tendency of investiga- 
tors to submit and journal editors to accept 
reports that demonstrate "positive" treat- 
ment d t s ,  the booKs editors have also 
surveyed over 40,000 obstetricians and pe- 
diatricians in 18 countries to find out about 
trials that may have been completed but 
not published. Moreova, authors responsi- 
ble for th; +theses of individual topics 
were encowaged to write to the original 
investigators for any information obtained 
that was not provided in the published 
rcpo*. 

The chapter authors were also asked to 




