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SCIENCE IN THE FOREIGN 
SERVICE 

T HE departure of Prof. Eric Ashby for Moscow to 
take up his position as scientific attache, with 

the rank of counsellor at the Australian Legation, to 
which he has been appointed, as recently announced 
(Nature, Jan. 20, p. 72), marks the first step in fulfil. 
ment of a proposal which has been increasingly 
discussed during the last two years. The interruption 
of communications by war conditions has of course 
made it necessary to improvise new organizations 
now that contacts of men of science are fewer and 
less easily arranged and even the publication of 
scientific and technical papers may require to be 
withheld temporarily or in part. Experience gained 
during the War with such organizations as the British 
Central Scientific O"iwe in Washington, the American 
Scientific 011.ce in London, the Anglo.Soviet Science 
Collaboration Committee, and the Scientific Co. 
operation Odice of the British Council in China goes 
far to suggest that, even when normal means of com· 
munication and intercourse are fully restored, such 
organizations may still have a valuable part to 
play. 

That much appears in the specific recommendations 
of the report of the British Commonwealth Science 
Committee, set up under the chairmanship of the 
President· of the Royal Society in October 1941. 
Reporting in the summer of 1943, this Committee 
suggested the maintenance of permanent scientific 
and technical representation in London and possibly 
also in other capital cities of the English.speaking 
countries, in association so far as possible with repre· 
sentatives of the United States and others of the 
United Nations. This idea has since been further 
developed by Dr. J. Needham in his article on "An 
International Science Co.operation Service" (Nature, 
154, 657; 944), where the further suggestion is put 
forward that the proposed Service should have per. 
manent representatives in all countries and regions, 
with diplomatic or 'League·official' status, and guar. 
anteed Government facilities for communication and 
transport. 

This line of thought goes far beyond that of the mere 
exchange of information or even of personnel. As Dr. 
J. Needham has pointed out, the staff of a Science 
Co.operation Bureau in its work of collecting and 
disseminating scientific information must be familiar 
with the conditions of scientific and technical life 
and thought in the country where they are stationed. 
They must possess the confidence of the resident 
diplomatic personnel and be competent to advise 
them authoritatively on problems relating to science 
and technology. They must be unfailingly at the 
service of the Ministers of the Government depart. 
ments concerned with science. 

It is at this point, where the advantages of diplo. 
matic status as suggested by Dr. Needham are most 
apparent, whatever its disadvantages in other 
respects, that we meet another trend of thought 
which has also thrown up the idea of scientific 



© 1945 Nature Publishing Group

188 NATURE FEBRUARY 17, 1945, VOL. 155 

attaches. Despite the welcome which the Govern
ment's proposals for the reform of the Foreign 
Service received generally in ] 943, there was wide
spread agreement that they did not provide suffi
ciently for the introduction of a scientific outlook 
into the Service or the capacity to appreciate the 
importance of scientific and technical questions. 
Lacking that capacity or outlook, diplomatists cannot 
function effectively as intelligence officers in the 
modern world, and Sir Victor Wellesley, who recog
nizes clearly that essential function among various 
constructive proposals in his recent book "Diplomacy 
in Fetters" (Hutchinson and Co., Ltd., 1944), says 
that: "Scientific, industrial, and mineralogical 
attaches may soon have to be added". In a close 
survey of some aspects of the work of the Foreign 
Service, Political and Economic Planning in a broad
sheet "The Future of Foreign Publicity" pointed out 
that an ambassador or minister is responsible for all 
the official contacts between his country and that 
in which he works, and he cannot escape a measure 
of concern for many of the unofficial contacts as 
well, since they may react upon the international 
relations which it is his primary duty to oversee and 
conduct. For this reason PEP believes that after 
the War the number and range of specialist o.'ficials 
may be increased, particularly in the general field 
of economics, and attaches to Embassy staffs for 
nutrition, agriculture and labour are particularly in
dicated, and possibly other attaches concerned with 
the Colonies or colonial policy. 

The suggestion which Lord Samuel threw out in 
the House of Lords' debate on scientific and indus
trial research on July 15, 1943, regarding the 
appointment of scientific attaches to the principal 
British embassies abroad, or that Great Britain 
should be provided with scientific liaison officers 
competent to bring to the notice of those interested 
at home the progress and methods which have been 
achieved or established in other countries, thus fell 
on well-prepared soil. It has been taken up by the 
Parliamentary and Scientific Committee, which has 
prepared a confidential memorandum on the subject 
in the light of views obtained from various sources. 
The memorandum, after reviewing existing arrange
ments, recommends a formal inquiry into the whole 
question by the Government with representation of 
the Foreign Office, the Fighting Services, the Depart
ments of Overseas Trade and of Scientific and Indus
trial Research and the British Council. The memor
andum was adopted by the Committee on December 
12,1944, and has been sent to the Secretary of State 
for Foreign Affairs. 

While this idea of scientific attaches has been 
widely discussed from both points of view, no prac
tical steps have so far been taken in the matter, 
though Great Britain has an agricultural attache in 
Washington. Among scientific men it appears to find 
widespread approval, for it is recognized that if the 
common attack on some of the scourges of mankind 
is to be organized effectively on international lines, 
in the way in which Prof. J. M. Mackintosh, for 
example, suggested in his review of preventive 

medicine at the relJent British Association meeting, 
some further means of integrating knowledge and 
power will be required. At a recent dinner at which 
Prof. Ashby was present, the whole question was 
discussed and his appointment stimulated much 
favourable comment. 

It has been left, however, to Australia to give a 
lead to the British Commonwealth and Empire in 
this matter, but Prof. Ashby's short visit to Britain 
will have convinced him that he carries with him the 
keen interest and the good wishes of scientific workers 
here. As already indicated, his appointment in 
Moscow is for about a year, and it should be clear 
from the note that has already appeared in Nature 
how well qualified Prof. Ashby is to act as a pioneer 
in a matter of close concern to the whole scientific 
world. Obviously a scientific attache must be pre· 
pared to move across the frontiers of many different 
branches of science and to concern himself with the 
interdisciplinary questions involved in team-work 
and the corporate attack with different techniques 
on a common problem. Prof. Ashby aims at working 
in a laboratory for a time, but the U.S.S.R. and 
Australia have many problems in common, especially 
in agriculture and animal husbandry. By con
centrating more or less on these problems at the 
start, Prof. Ashby may well find it easier to gain 
the experience and the sympathy and under
standing which will assist the handling of more 
general and perhaps more delicate questions, 
whether of co-operative research or the exchange 
of personnel. 

This appointment is only a start, and it should be 
obvious that the appointment of scientific attaches 
can never be fully successful unless the traffic is in 
both directions. Prof. Ashby hopes that one result 
of his mission will be the visit of a Russian man 
of science to Australia, not as attache, but to work 
in one of the laboratories and to study Australian 
science in general; he hopes also, if the U.S.S.R. 
approve, to arrange for an Australian man of science 
to pay a like visit to Russia. Whether in fact such 
interchange can be arranged remains to be seen, but 
Prof. Ashby can be assured that his work in Moscow 
will be closely and sympathetically followed by 
fellow men of science in Britain. 

There can be no illusions as to the dUficulties in 
this experiment or the demands it may make on 
Prof. Ashby's tact and scientific and organizing 
ability. Much may be learnt from it, but scientific 
workers in Great Britain will be at one not merely 
in wishing Prof. Ashby success but also in the 
hope that we will not be slow to follow the ex
ample and enterprise of the Commonwealth of 
Australia. Only if such steps are taken in the near 
future can we hope to be ready to organize effec
tively, on the world-wide scale demanded, for scien
tific and technical co-operation in the attack on 
the problems of the post-war world; and on the 
continuous application of scientific knowledge to 
problems of human welfare, on both of which the 
realization of a new world order of freedom from 
want, disease and fear depends. 
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