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SCIENCE AND ITS SOCIAL 
RELATIONS 

T HE resolutions adopted by the Committee on 
Science and its Social Relations of the Inter

national Council of Scientific Unions at its meeting in 
Paris during June 15-16, and which have been 
forwarded to the scientific press and to scientific 
institutions, reflect faithfully the trend of th(]llght 
among a considerable body of scientific men through
out the world. The recent review of the work of the 
Rockefeller Foundation in 1947 by its president, 
Dr. Raymond B. Fosdick, gives witness to similar 
views. At this meeting, Dr. C. H. Desch was the 
only British representative, Prof. F. J. M. Stratton, 
who was chairman during 1937-48, having retired on 
appointment as deputy scientific adviEer to the War 
Office. The resolutions were the outcome of extensive 
discussions on the method of working to be adopted 
by the Committee and on its future programme of 
work, and in this connexion the first resolution 
affirms the opinion of the Committee that the most 
urgent problems of the social relations of science are 
to-day, first, the dangers threatening science from the 
fact that research in large measure has become 
dependent on military sources and on industry for its 
financing, and secondly, the way in which the results 
of science are actually introduced into society. 

Both these problems were emphasized by the 
Committee in the circular letter issued in October 
1947, and the first is the subject of keen debate in 
the United States at the present time. While the 
extension of Government research is regarded with a 
measure of distrust, a couple of recent articles indicate 
like concern at the growing practice of using university 
laboratories for the conduct of research sponsored by 
industry, and urge that the support which industry 
gives to university research should not be tied to the 
financing of particular projects, beyond designating 
a broad general field of research. Mr. S. Tout 
condemns outright the arrangements announced in 
the New York Times last January between seven 
industrial firms and the University of Chicago in 
regard to atomic research as not in the public interest. 
He urges that universities and like institutions should 
discontinue research for private enterprise and limit 
themselves to research for the public benefit. 

The position in this matter varies from one country 
to another, and there does not appear to be any 
reason for believing that in Great Britain there is 
at present any serious danger that the direction of 
academic research is being deflected by industrial 
endowment. Endowments, such as the research 
fellowships established by Imperial Chemical Indus
tries, Ltd., or Turner and Newall, Ltd., are entirely 
free from such restrictions other than that the 
research is to be conducted in some specific branch of 
science. Any malaise in Britain is rather re1ated to 
the dangers arising from the subvention of research 
from military sources to which the Committee on 
Science and its Social Relations directs attention in 
its third resolution. The Committee believes that 
the increasing influence of the military on scientific 
research will lead sooner or later through its secrecy 
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restrictions to the abrogation of the traditional 
freedom of expression and of publication, and will 
result in directed research not planned prinmrily for 
the benefit of science and mankind but rather for its 
dgstruction. 

While it is possible that the fears entertained on 
this point are exaggerated, it seems just as certain 
that the Atomic Energy Commission must concern 
itself with the social implications of atomic power ; 
for it is on that matter that liberty and equalitarian 
democracy become incompatible. Dr. M. H. Stone, 
of the University of Chicago, pointed out last year in 
Science (105, 507; 1947) that the Commission would 
have to concern itself with many questions which fall 
within the domain of the social sciences, and that it is 
important that similar attention should be given to 
the social effects of many other innovations flowing 
from our laboratories. Dr. Fosdick, in the Rocke
feller Foundation report referred to above, clearly 
had the same point in mind when, in discussing the 
unity of science, he referred to the way in which the 
activities of the Institute for the Unity of Science in 
New York, towards which the Foundation made a 
grant in 1947, included research which cuts across the 
traditional demarcation lines of specialized disciplines 
and departments, the utilization of new knowledge in 
logic, the study of meaning and how it is communi
cated, and research on the philosophical, psychological 
and sociological backgrounds of science. 

More important, however, in this connexion is the 
stress which Dr. Fosdick lays elsewhere in his report 
on the dependence of the health of the intellectual 
life of the world upon the free and unhampered 
exchange of ideas and personnel between universities 
and research institutions in all countries. Achieve
ment is usually the result of the sustained thinking 
of many minds driving toward a common goal in 
many countries. The creative spirit of man, Dr. 
Fosdick once more reminds us, cannot be localized or 
nationalized. Ideas are starved when they are 
fenced in behind frontiers, and barricaded research in 
the long run leads to intellectual stagnation. 

This is why Dr. Fosdick considers that the heavy 
concentration in the United States of research in 
atomic physics is unfortunate. However necessary 
for the time being from the security point of view, 
from the point of view of the growth of knowledge 
the arrangement is unhealthy. All knowledge is so 
interlocked that we cannot control research on the 
destructive aspects of atomic energy without at the 
same time interfering with world-wide research on its 
beneficent possibilities. Those American men of 
science who suggested the postponement indefinitely 
of the industrial development of atomic power not 
only recognized the impracticability of separating the 
development of nuclear power for indw;;try from the 
growth of atomic-bomb power, but also that in the 
harnessing of forces which might bring incalculable 
benefit to mankind, knowledge could be retarded 
through lack of the cross-fertilization brought about 
by the exchange of knowledge. 

Dr. Fosdick observes further in this connexion that 
in the history of modern science no single country by 
itself has ever had the intellectual resources or the 

imagination to bring to full fruition all the poten
tialities of a new idea, and he comments on the 
unfortunate growing isolation of the scientific workers 
and scholars of Eastern Europe. The high level of 
creative research of the distinguished mathematicians 
of the Soviet Union, her imaginative work in bio
medicine cannot be maintained if the Soviet Govern
ment prevents direct and intimate relations with 
workers in these same fields in other parts of the 
world. Isolationism is a blight which saps the 
vitality of everything it seeks to preserve. 

Set in this context, the statement issued in Great 
Britain in July by the Atomic Scientists' Association 
seems lamentably weak and compares poorly with 
the report "Policy at the Crossroads" in which the 
U .S. State Department has recently summarized the 
efforts of the United States and other Governments 
during the last two years to secure the adoption of an 
effective system for the control of atomic energy. 
Undoubtedly it is clearer than it was in 1946 that the 
sources of disagreement between the major Powers 
are so deep that the institution and working of a 
control scheme are much more difficult than at first 
supposed, and that there is little chance of agreement 
at the moment on the lines of the Lilienthal proposals 
or on any more limited scheme. The United States 
Government is naturally enough unwilling to abandon 
its lead in atomic weapons without a complete 
system of inspection and control which would ensure 
that no other country was building up such arma
ments to use against America. On the other hand, 
the Soviet Union believes that in any control authority 
acceptable to the United States, the countries voting 
with the U.S.S.R. would be in a minority and that 
the development of atomic energy in the U.S.S.R. 
would pass under foreign direction. The attitude of 
Soviet Russia may also be determined by the view 
that any complete scheme of inspection would give 
the outside world information of strategic value 
about the location of their industry. 

While, therefore, a substantial change in inter
national relations is necessary before any such plans 
can be revived with any hope of success, the Council 
of the Atomic Scientists' Association quite rightly 
records its continuing belief that some form of 
international control is the most desirable ultimate 
solution of the problem of atomic weapons. The 
Council believes that the solution can now be sought 
only through the constant promotion of all measures 
designed to make war less likely, and to reach a 
settlement between East and West. In its anxiety 
to avoid taking sides, however, the Council of the 
Association has become vague. The commendable 
attempt to avoid political bias is carried too far when 
it avoids passing judgment on the facts. It is scarcely 
an act of partisanship to point out that the man of 
science in the modern totalitarian State is essentially 
a servant of the State, and that it is treason, as indeed 
the law promulgated last year in the U.S.S.R. 
illustrates, for him to divulge any knowledge what· 
ever, save as the State allows. The Association does 
less than justice to the respect of British and American 
scientific workers for the full tradition of scientific 
freedom, or to their freely expressed impatience at 
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every restriction imposed on them in the name of 
security. No instinctive inhibitions will hamper 
British or American scientific workers in the exchange 
of scientific information; but it is at least arguable 
that collaboration as suggested by the Atomic 
Scientists' Association is more likely to promote, for 
the present, a one-way traffic to the disadvantage of 
the Western democracies. That is undoubtedly the 
real reason why the American-Soviet Science Society 
has had to cease its efforts to promote the interchange 
of scientific ideas between American and Soviet 
scientific workers. If an improvement in political 
relations is a first condition of cultural intercourse, 
the Atomic Scientists' Association may well have 
rejected a shade too cursorily the proposal for a 
moratorium in the development of atomic energy, or 
that a control scheme should be established of 
those nations which were willing to submit to the 
essential inspection and other measures. 

No one would pretend that such a partial control 
scheme would eliminate the need for secrecy, though 
it might limit the area, and it could not well intensify 
the suspicion which already exists between East 
and West. What it could do is demonstrate the 
practicability of inter-nation control over an area in 
which political conditions and relations gave the 
control a chance to operate, and in this way it might 
permit international control in the full sense to be 
achieved at an earlier date once the political situation 
in the world as a whole had become favourable. The 
Committee on Science and its Social Relations does 
not touch on this specific problem ; but in more 
general terms points out that the actual problems 
involved in all social relations of science are problems 
concerning men's attitude to scientific knowledge and 
to its application, in particular, to the power given by 
science. 

For this reason the Committee proposes to address 
itself to a number of scientists, sociologists, persons 
prominent in educational work, and others to ascer
tain their opinions on the measure in which the 
methods of international scientific work contribute 
to the creation of an international spirit and to the 
maintenance of peace and on the ways in which 
scientific organisations and scientific men could 
intensify their activities for the maintenance of peace. 
This inquiry should be terminated before the end of 
September 1948, and the results will be presented to 
the secretariats of the United Nations Organisation 
and of its Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organisation as well as to the International Scientific 
Unions. It appears from the memorandum that the 
Committee contemplates investigations into these 
problems with the help of psychology, the social 
sciences, economics and juridical science as well as of 
the medical, agricultural and engineering sciences. 
In particular, the Committee urges the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation to 
promote the formation of international organisations 
representing the medical and the engineering sciences. 
It is true that the composition of the Committee on 
Science and its Social Relations gives it little authority 
to speak for the engineering and medical sciences : 
even for the physical sciences its basis may well be 

regarded as altogether too narrow to be representative. 
If that limitation is kept in mind, the proceedings at 
its meeting last June demonstrate that the Committee 
should nevertheless prove of real value in indicating 
gaps in the field which need attention, and in stimu
lating thought about general and particular problems. 

In both respects it can be claimed that the present 
memorandum merits careful consideration by the 
world of science, and as Dr. Lampitt recently 
remarked in Edinburgh, at thr annual meeting of the 
Society of Chemical Industry, too little is known, in 
Great Britain even, of the work of the international 
unions. Besides its observations on the danger to 
science inherent in subvention from military science, 
the Committee elaborated the principles of a Charter 
for Scientists which deserve full discussion, and in 
particular from the point of view of their practicability 
in industrial as well as in Government employment. 
It also focuses attention on two other principal 
aspects of the social relations of science : the changes 
introduced in human societies through technological 
developments of science ; and the antagonisms 
between biological order and social order. 

In regard to the first of these, the Committee 
suggests for investigation as soon as possible, in 
addition to subjects already proposed by the secre
tariats of the Natural Sciences Section of the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisa
tion, the effect on society of such developments as 
vitamins, new races of wheat and other food grains, 
artificial insemination, television, products derived 
from nylon, antibiotics, sulphonamides, etc., and the 
medical applications of artificial radioactive elements. 
As a first step, it is proposed to create two sub
committees to consider the formation of study groups 
to investigate the various items, and another sub
committee will be formed to organise meetings of 
specialists where the points of view of the biologist, 
the sociologist aud the psychologist can be brought to 
bear on the explanation of antagonisms between 
human biology and society. 

The Committee on Science and its Social Relations 
may thus be making a much more vital contribution 
to the development of international understanding 
than the Atomic Scientists Association or like bodies 
are able to do at the present time. It is, of course, 
important that there should be no duplication of 
effort, and that the limitations of what is practicable 
at the present time should be kept in mind. For
tunately, the memorandum from the Committee on 
Science and its Social Relations indicates that the 
Committee is anxious to work harmoniously with the 
International Council of Scientific Unions and the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organisation, and that it only proposes independent 
action where gaps are clearly seen to exist, and then 
by agreement as to the means to be used. There can, 
therefore, only be welcome for this further declaration 
as to the dependence of scientific advance on full 
freedom of communication and discussion, and for 
the proposals to foster fresh opportunities for contact 
between creative minds at those borderlands of the 
sciences which have in the past proved so often their 
fertilizing and stimulating power in intellectual effort. 
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