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DISSEMINATION OF SCIENTIFIC 
INFORMATION 

T HE well-deserved tributes which have been paid 
to the achievements of British and other men of 

science in war-time almost inevitably tend to en
courage in the public mind the belief that war stimu
lates scientific advance. That notion was exposed in 
"The Frustration of SCience" (published by Allen and 
Unwin, 1935); but it is well to be reminded that, 
despite certain gains, on balance war tends to retard 
rather than to promote general advance. The advances 
occur in limited fields where the . prosecution of the 
war effort is directly served, and although such 
advances may be turned to account in peace-time, the 
scientific effort expended is sometimes out of propor
tion to that which might have achieved the same result 
in peace-time. Moreover, fundamental research tends 
to be suspended entirely, or at best is pursued with 
inadequate means. 

The positive achievements of scientific effort in 
war-time should not, therefore, be allowed to obscure 
the fact that a heavy price has been paid, that 
important fields have been neglected, and that 
development at best has heen lopsided. It might be 
exaggeration to speak in the present war of the 
frustration of science ; but there can be no denial that 
advance generally has been impeded,· and a main 
cause of this has been the interruption of communica
tions between scientific workers, both within and 
across national boundaries. The interruption of 
internal communications has already been the subject 
of some discussion in regard to the organization and 
development of scientific and industrial research in 
Great Britain. The international aspect is discussed 
by Dr. Joseph Needham in an article appearing on 
p. 657 of this issue. 

It is, of course, to remedy the position which arises 
from the interruption of free scientific intercourse 
across national frontiers, with all that such inter
course means in the exchange of knowledge and ideas 
and the stimulation of creative thought, that there 
have been established in war-time such organizations 
as the British Central Scientific Office in Washington, 
the American Scientific Office in London, the scientific 
liaison officers of the various Dominions with the 
United Kingdom, the Anglo-Soviet Science Collabora
tion Committee and the Scientific Co-operation Office 
of the British Council in Chma, the organization and 
work of which Dr. Needham describes in some detail. 
It is no disparagement of the services of such liaison 
organizations to point out that some at least of their 
work in war-time is due to the interruption of normal 
channels of communication and the operation of the 
censorship. No such organizations, however efficient, 
can entirely compensate for the effects of withholding 
a scientific or technical paper either from publication 
entirely or from communication abroad. 

In considering any new proposals for thfl organiza
tion of co-operation or the exchange of information 
in science, it is well to recall that the progress of 
science depends first and full freedom 
of investigation and expression,-· the first step 



© 1944 Nature Publishing Group

650 NATURE NOVEMBE.l't 25; 1944, VoL. 154 

must be the removal of the constraints of war-time 
at the earliest possible moment consistent with world 
order and security. Organization, in fact, should be · 
not a substitute for such intercourse, as in war-time 
it tends to be, but a supplement and a stimulant. 

As to the need for such supplementing, there is 
little room for doubt. The report issued last year by 
the British Commonwealth Science Committee ·{see 
Nature, 152, 29; 1943) showed how much remains to 
be done to improve the collection and dissemination 
of information and collaboration in research within 
the Empire, while the necessity for extending such 
collaboration to the United States, the U.S.S.R., 
China and other countries or regions was clearly 
indicated by the Committee. The report recommend
ed specifically the maintenance in London by the 
Governments of the English-speaking countries of 
permanent scientific and technical representation, 
and that such representatives of the Dominions and 
India and of the United Kingdom ·and the Colonies 
should constitute a British Commonwealth Scientific 
Collaboration Committee, to act with the Royal 
Society in the discussion of topics of common interest, 
to keep in touch with all agencies and organizations 
for the collection and dissemination of scientific in
formation, to further schemes for co-operation in 
research, and to make recommendations and propos
als for common action. Arrangements to secure the 
CO·Operation of similar representatives in London of 
the United States and of either countries outside the 
British Commonwealth were also recommended. 

Already the Council for Scientific and Industrial 
Research in New Zealand, the National Research 
Council of Canada and the National Research Board 
of South Africa are prepared to support such collabo
ration, !p!d Prof. A. V. Hill has expressed the hope 
that such co-operation will lead in due course to more 
general collaboration. There is thus in being a move
ment which promises to retain the science co-opera
tion offices already established for war purposes, and 
to use for post-war purposes at ieast their, 'post
office' functions. Much more than this is clearly 
contemplated by the British Commonwealth Science 
Committee, which in its report has boldly indicated 
some of the possible developments in the collection 
and disSemination of scientific information, such as 
collaboration in the production of scientific abstracts 
for the common use of the English -speaking world. 

These tendencies, to which Dr. Needham directs 
attention in outlining his proposals, are reinforced 
by others, the importance of which has been enhanced 
since the appearance of the British Commonwealth 
Science Committee's report. If the value of the various 
agencies for co-operation in science set up under the 
stress of war in the capitals of the United Nations is 
becoming more generally appreciated, the importance 
of utilizing such machinery for. peace purposes has 
also been generally emphasized. There is now general 
agreement as to the mistake which was made in 
1918-19 in scrapping too easily and without examina
tion the similar organizations established then for 
our war purposes. Furthermore, as Dr. Needham 
notes, the whole trend towards the establishment of 
functional bodies such as the United Nations Relief 

and Rehabilitation Administration and the Food and 
Agricultural Organization enforces the need for more 
effective co-operation in science across national 
boundaries. Unless that is established, the func· 
tiona! bodies can scarcely achieve full success. 

Whether the structure of the new world order is 
essentially functional or regional, such scientific 
collaboration will be essential, and' its value has been 
proved by the work of such bodies as the Middle East 
Supply Centre and the Anglo-American Caribbean 
Commission. It is also in line with the school of 
thought which, inspired by the achievements of the 
Tennessee Valley Authority, looks to the develop
ment of Europe's public utilities or such regional 
projoots as a Danube Valley Authority. There is, 
moreover, all the experience of the League of Nations' 
technical committees to testify to the feasibility of 
such co-operation in matters like health, the opium 
traffic, communications and transit. 

But there is a further reason why the organization 
of such co-operation is important, which is well 
brought out in a recent article on "Intellectual 
Co-operation" by Dr. Gilbert Murray in Agenda. 
Whatever form the world organization for peace ten
tatively outlined in the Dumbarton Oaks proposals 
may ultimately take, whether its basis 'is regional, 
functional or whether ultimately it develops into a 
federal system, there must be some community of 
thought, some general understanding of the unex
pressed assumptions, attitudes of mind, characteristic 

each national tradition and taken for granted by 
those who share that tradition. To discover and inter
pret such assumptions is theprimary task and function 
in international intellectual co-operation, which in 
this way by encouraging the artistic, scientific and 
imaginative links between the nations, promotes con
tinuous co-operation and has a powerful, though 
unseen, influence for good. 

By and large, much of this intellectual co-operation 
must be by personal intercourse and conversation 
b.etween the people concerned. On that fact rests 
part of the case for an international university, put 
forward, for example, by Prof. G. W. Keeton in "The 
Case for an International University" {Watts, 1941), 
with its twin functions of the organization of research 
into all those problems which arise in the achievement 
of a world-order and publication of the results of such 
investigations, and the teaching of the adult commun
ities and of youth so as to develop an ordered national
ism, seeking to establish the place . of individual 
national cultures within the general pattern. But 
such co-operation must not be limited to the univer
sity level ; it should permeate all aspects of national 
culture if it is to provide the broad basis of goodwill 
for world order. 

When all allowance is made for the limitations of 
space, the most striking impression which Gilbert 
Murray's survey makes is .the comparative neglect of 
the scientific field. This statement that the agree
ment made in 1937 between the Coinmittee of In
tellectual Co-operation and the Council of Scientific 
Unions bore particularly good fruit might be disputed. 
In the scientific field, intellectual co-operation appears 
to have been largely sterile, and this conclusion is 
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supported by the paper which Dr. Arnold Raestad 
contributed to the British Association. Conference on 
Science and the Citizen last year (see· Advancement of 
Science, 2, No. 8, 289; 1943). At the session on the 
exposition of science, Dr. Raestad, to whose paper 
Dr. Needham refers, reviewed generally the work of 
the Institute of Intellectual Co-operation leading to 
the appointment in 1938 of a committee to consider 
the means of improving the organization for present
ing the results and methods of science to the general 
public ; and then described the main objectives of 
an international centre for scientific information, the 
creation of which was recommended by that com
mittee. 

These objectives were, first, the continuous record
ing of the progress o f science, and, secondly, the 
mobilization, as need and demand arose, of informa
tion on any scientific point of current interest. With 
a modest central secretariat and regional represen
tatives, it was proposed to work through the appro, 
priate academy of science or other scientific body in 
each country that respected freedom of scientific 
thought and expression. Nations which subordinated 
scientific research to racial or other prejudices were to 
be excluded. The functioning of one such national 
centre of information, started in Paris in 1939 by the 
French Government's National Centre for Scientific 
Research, was described by Mr. J. G. Crowther at the 
annual conference last year of the Association of 
Special Libraries and Information Bureaux, based on 
information supplied by M. Louis Rapkine. This 
centre, directed by Prof. Pierre Auger, was essentially 
concerned with the provision of information by the 
expert, while the proposed international centre for 
scientific information was intended, at least in part, 
though not exclusively as Dr. Needham seems to 
think, with the education of the general public. The 
latter is, of course, the prime purpose of the institute 
of scientific information suggested by Mr. Ritchie 
Calder at the same British Association Conference. 
The very successful work of the British Council in 
this field is apparent from its latest annual report, 
and such work is of vital importance to the stability 
of a new world order or organization for peace. Such 
an order must rest on a greater readiness, and even 
habit, to submit one's own judgment to the control of 
facts, and to respect in others the supreme freedom 
to ascertain and assess facts, as Dr. Raestad 
emphasized. 

That is a prime reason why implementation of 
ip.ternational co-operation in the exposition and 
interpretation of science is of such to the 
establishment of world peace. The experience of the 
International Unions and of the Committee on 
Intellectual Co-operation suggests that the more 
effective organization of scientific co-operation may 
have equally important results in scientific circles 
themselves. It at least offers the prospect of breaking 
down some of the insularity and rigidity to which 
national professional organizations are inevitably 
prone, of stimulating that fundamental and creative 
thinking about their functions for which Prof. A. M. 
Carr-Saunders and Mr. P. A. Wilson pleaded in their 
study of the professions. Sc ientific workers, at least 

collectively in their professiona.l associations, have 
been singularly blind to the possibilities which tech
nical developments such .as the microfilm or air 
transport hold for the improvement of their own 
ancillary serVices such as abstracting and publication, 
and the picture Mr. Crowther gave at the Confe1ence 
of the Association of Special Libraries and Informa
tion Bureaux of the work of the French National 
Centre was most suggestive. 

This, then, is the broad background against which 
Dr. Needham's proposals for the establishment by the 
United Nations of an international science co-opera
tion service, as a functional body parallel with the 
International Labour Office and the Food and Agri
cultural Office, have to be considered. This would 
presumably fit in under the Economic and Social 
Council of the Dumbarton Oaks proposals, and could 
possibly be financed on similar lines. The permanent 
headquarters of the service would probably be deter
mined by the centre selected as the headquarters of 
the general international organization, though, apart 
from the central and peripheral permanent secre
tariat, a considerable proportion of the officials of the 
service should, in Dr. Needham's scheme, be working 
men of science, selected to ensure that the organiza
tion always preserves the true atmosphere and 
understanding of research. 

The functions of this international . science co
operation service are to be the promotion of all aspects 
of scientific co-operation, the collection and dissem
ination of scientific information, the furtherance of 
sclfemes of research collaboration, facilitation of the 
movement of scientific workers across national boun
daries, provision of advice on scientific matters to 
government and diplomatic personnel of individual 
States when desired and the provision of scientific 
assistance to all international organizations. Dr. Need
ham gives no clear idea as to how the new organiza
tion is to be developed from existing organizations, 
although he indicates some which might be linked up 
with it at a later date. His suggestion that the service 
should have permanent representatives in all countries 
or·regions might. be taken to indicate that he visualizes 
it as developing out of the scientific offices at present 
maintained in London, Washington and Chungking. 
This further proposal ·tha t such representatives 
should have diplomatic or 'League official' status 
and guaranteed government facilities for communica
tion and transport reflects the suggestion made by 
Lord Samuel in the House of Lords last year regarding 
the a:ppointment of scientific attaches to the principal 

embassies abroad, or that Great Britain may 
have liaison officers who can bring to the notice of 
those interested at home the progress and methods 
which have been achieved ,or established in other 
countries. 

The question of diplomatic status is a detail that 
requires somewhat fuller consideration when the 
proposals have reached the stage of a definite scheme. 
It is true that, as current criticism of the Foreign 
Service has emphasized, the basis of recruitment of 
that service requires widening, that it is important 
it should include those qualified to recognize impor
tant scientific and technical developments abroad and 
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to advise authoritatively on problems of science and 
technology. There is, however, also the question of 
loyalties, and in conveying science and technology 
from the industrially advanced Western countries to 
the less advanced Eastern ones, confidence in such 
advisers as genuinely unbiased and disinterested may 
best be fostered if their first loyalty is seen to be 
unmistakably to science. Diplomatic facilities might 
be too dearly bought if they involved any com
promise in that fundamental loyalty to the pursuit of 
science. 

The proposals that . Dr. Needham has advanced 
merit the serious attention of scientific workers. The 
case for some improvement in what may 
be termed the 'communications of science', both inside 
its own special field and in its exposition to the public 
generally, is unchallengeable. That development 
must be a vital part in the new world organization 
to be established and for the success of new functional 
or regional institutions. Mox-eover, the proposals 
represent a challenge to existing professional associa
tions, which, if accepted, may have invaluable conse
quences for the advance of science itself by the im
provement of contacts, the stimulation of creative 
thought, the adoption of new techniques of communi
eation and the facilitation of co-operation across and 
within national frontiers in the attack on the many 
problems the solution of which is imperative if man
kind is to enjoy the bounty which science has put 
within our power to command. How great are those 
possibilities can be glimpsed from the stimulating 
survey of the study of land settlement to which 
Dr. Isaiah Bowman devoted the greater part of his 
presidential address, "Commanding our Wealth", to 
the American Association for the Advancement of 
Science last September (Science, 100, 229 ; 1944). 
One of the roots of the tree of peace, .he urged, is 
science ; but if a true science of land settlement is to 
emerge, if we are to harness to the affairs of peace, as 
the Prime Minister• said in his broadcast from Quebec 
last year, science, good sense and experience as well as 
hope, there must come first the removal of barriers of 
regulation or misunderstanding, tradition or preju
dices hindering the free communication of information 
and interchange of men of science or of ideas through
out national and international life. After that will 
come new organizations, on the evolution of which in 
appropriate forms fresh, critical and unprejudiced 
thought and sound judgment must be brought to bear. 

A SURGEON LOOKS AT MEDICAL 
EDUCATION 

Rational Medicine 
Comments on Social Medicine, Surgery and Educa
tion. By Basil Graves. Pp. xi+292. (London: 
Nicholson and Watson, Ltd., 1944.) l2s. 6d. net. 

T HE author of this book is an ophthalmic surgeon. 
His original purpose, he states, "was to describe 

and suggest the reform of certain anomalies that 
exist in present-day educational and surgical prac
tice". As he proceeded in this enterprise, he en
countered other lions in the way, in pursuit of which 

he has wandered down side-paths far removed from 
the beaten track. These digressions, in spite of a 
fluent style and much erudition, make the book 
difficult reading and involve much repetition. 

·In aiscussing the question of specialism, Mr. Graves 
draws chiefly on his own experience. He cites several 
unhappy examples of men who, despite high pro
fessional qualifications, have bungled operations on 
the eye. He avers, and no doubt with truth, that some 
surgeons are unfitted by training or experience for 
the specialty they profess. He rightly castigates the 
pseudQ-specialist and the fetish of a brass plate in 
some particular street ; and barbs the arrows of his 
attack with anecdotes and quotations. This criticism 
of his professional brethren is not vindictive. He 
remembers that most of them do excellent work, 
have a high sense of their calling and endeavour to 
mitigate the lot of human suffering. He holds that 
often incompetency results from unsuitable training, 
which has comprised general surgery and memory 
tests bearing little relation to future specialized 
work. 

The truth of the matter is that medical examina
tions, qualifications and postgraduate diplomas 
testify to a man's reading and intellectual capacities, 
but to a considerable extent they also assess a candi
date's clinical competence in diagnosis and treat
ment. The wealth of new lmowledge that has en
riched medicine during the past fifty yeats has greatly 
over-burdened the student of medicine with 
theoretical data; but all experienced examiners 
will agree that final and postgraduate students who 
fail do so chiefly iri. the clinical part of their 
examinations. 

No man should presume to engage .in specialism 
on academic qualifications alone and without a pro
longed period of practical experience in hospital under 
the direction of recognized authorities. Only a 
minority have departed from this usual procedure, 
and those who have done so have usually regretted it. 
The incompetent surgeon, even if he buries his 
failures, gets weeded out and betakes himself to some 
other branch of the profession. 

Mr. Graves considers that few important individual 
contribut ions to general knowledge have come from 
famous surgeons, though he admits Wilfred Trotter 
was an exception. But one could compile· a long list 
of surgeons who have made such contributions. Sir 
James Paget and his son, Stephen Paget, S.ir Frederick 
Treves, Sir D'Arcy Power, Sir Rickman Godlee, Prof. 
Grey Turner and many others. Sir Victor Horsley 
was not only a great cerebral surgeon and physio
logist, but he was also a social reformer . The exam
i.nations for the fellowship of the Royal College of 
Surgeons of England cannot always cripple reflective 
thought as Prof. Tonks supposed (p. 23). Indeed, 
being himself a holder of that diploma, his own career 
as an artist refuted the statement. 

The author rightly considers that there should be 
no social distinction between intellectual and manual 
work, . and he extols the beauty of craftsmanship. 
The pity of it is that mass production and modern 
industrial processes are gradually eliminating the 
craftsman, with his appreciation of beauty and love 
for the work which grew under his hands. The medical 
profession itself is a blend of intellectual and manual 
labour, for the medical student from his pre-clinical 
days is trained how to use his hands, as is the 
student of science in physical, chemical and biological 
studies. He or she must be both thinker and 
craftsman. 
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