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INTERPRETATION OF SCIENCE TO THE PUBLIC 

FUTURE ACTIVITIES OF THE BRITISH ASSOCIATION 

T HAT the British Association for the Advance
ment of Science is now seeking new ways of 

fulfilling its original functions is in keeping with its 
long tradition and a measure of the influence which 
it has exerted on scientific thought and public 
opinion during its 126 years of life. The announce
ment, made at the 119th annual meeting in Dublin 
in September 1957, that its activities would in future 
be continuous throughout the year has, therefore, 
been the subject of much favourable comment. The 
Council of the Association has adopted this policy 
because it is convinced that the more intensive 
development of scientific resource and talent can only 
be ensured by increased public understanding of the 
issues involved. To create this understanding it is 
essential to communicate authoritatively, objectively 
and continuously the significance of scientific dis
covery and its impact on society. It is essential, too, 
that such communication should be carried out much 
more intensively in the future than in the past, for 
the rate of scientific advance has accelerated enor
mously. Modern science is the greatest force for good 
or ill in the world to-day. Man has released vast 
forces of Nature which he is still struggling to control. 
An understanding of these forces and of the possibility 
of using them to improve the well-being of mankind 
is necessary for every citizen, both young and old, 
who wishes to grasp the essential facts of the con
temporary scene. 

The Council of the Association does not wish to 
give the impression that, in any way, it under-rates 
the important work now being don~ in this field by 
many agencies. The activities of the extra-mural 
departments of the universities, the Royal Institution, 
the Workers' Educational Association, the schools, 
local societies and many other organizations-to say 
nothing of the Press and the broadcasting and tele
vision authorities-are of vital importance. The 
intention of the Association is to help to fill such gaps 
as exist, to co-operate with other organizations 
where such co-operation is desired, and to help in the 
co-ordination, on a national basis, of this urgent task 
of presentiRg and disseminating facts about science 
to the public at large. 

Summary of Proposals 
(1) The Annual Meeting.-This must continue to 

be the most important single activity of the Associa
t,ion. The objectives of the annual meeting have been 
recently re-stated, and the main functions of the 
Association-namely, discussion, integration and 
dissemination-have been given a fresh emphasis. 

The Council has adopted proposals which should 
make these great meetings even more effective in the 
future. They include the setting up of a Programme 
Advisory Committee charged with the duty of ensur
ing that there is in the programme a proper balance 
between specialized items, integrating items and 
popular exposition. The Section Committees are 
co-operating fully in making these proposals effective, 
as was evident from the coherent and well-correlated 
programme of the Dublin meeting, at which special 
attention was paid to some of the growing-points of 
science and to topics of broad public interest. The 
marked success of this year's meeting is proof-if 

proof were needed-of the importance of the Associa
tion's work in this field. A science correspondent, 
writing from Dublin, summed it up thus : "It is one 
of the more useful functions of the British Association 
that it makes visible not only the leaves and branches 
of the scientific tree of knowledge, but also some of its 
roots. And it is abundantly clear that the scientific 
revolution is only beginning". It is also the intention 
of the annual meetings to provide more frequently a 
platform on which industrialists and administrators 
can join scientists in discussions on the social and 
political consequences of science, because it is clear 
that modes of thought other than the scientific must 
contribute to the solution of situations arising out of 
scientific discovery. 

(2) Inter-Meeting Activities.-(a) The Association 
proposes to organize throughout the year, in suitable 
centres and particularly in places outside the immedi
ate range of the universities and colleges, special 
lectures, exhibitions, discussions and 'brains trusts'. 
It is hoped, in this way, to reach audiences repre
sentative of diverse local groups such as women's 
societies, scientific societies and trade unions, as 
well as young people. 

(b) The organization of a 'Junior B.A. Meeting', 
with special lectures, demonstrations and exhibitions, 
designed to stimulate the imagination of young 
people and to stress the adventure of scientific dis
covery. 

(c) The publication of suitable pamphlets and 
special reports. 

(d) The organization of conferences on scientific 
subjects or on subjects arising from the application of 
science, which are of immediate national or public 
importance, whenever it is apparent that authorita
tive and objective comment is necessary. 

(e) The appointment of study groups to investigate 
and report upon specific problems. 

(f) Liaison with the Press, Radio and Television 
Services to provide more coverage for science through
out the year. 

Organization 
In order to implement these proposals effectively, 

it will be necessary to consult and co-operate fully 
with other organizations concerned directly or in
directly with the exposition of scientific achievement 
and adaptation. The Council has therefore decided 
to set up area committees throughout the United 
Kingdom, which will be composed of members of the 
Association drawn from as many fields of science as 
possible and of representatives of other national and 
local organizations. The functions of these com
mittees will be to advise and consult with the Council 
of the Association on one hand and local bodies on 
the other, on the desirability and feasibility of arrang
ing meetings and other activities to present science 
suitably to various groups in the area ; to undertake 
the arrangements and publicity for such activities 
through local organizations, and to provide local 
speakers for certain activities in the area. The 
Association's Assembly of Corresponding Societies, 
to which are affiliated some 170 local scientific 
societies, will-it is expected-be able to contribute 
to the successful running of these committees. It is 
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hoped to appoint several of these area committees 
during the first half of 1958. This proposal has been 
welcomed by several of the large national organiza. 
tions during preliminary informal discU.Bsions, and 
it is expected that their branches will co-operate 
fully when the area committees come into being. 

The Association is already in close contact with the 
younger generation through its annual meetings, but 
it believes that there is much more which it can do to 
engage the interest of young people in science and 
scientific careers. 

The successful presentation of science, particularly 
to young people, will depend inter alia on the use of 
good visual material, and the Association seeks the 
co-operation of industrial and other organizations in 
arranging exhibitions and illustrating special lectures. 
Meanwhile, a start is being made by staging, in 
collaboration with the Director of Education and the 
schools in the Glasgow area, a special programme for 
young people at the annual meeting which will be 
held there during August 27-September 3, under the 
presidency of Sir Alexander Fleck. The programme 
will include twelve special lecture demonstrations 
by distinguished scientists, a science exhibition 
organized by the schools in the area, a special exhibi
tion arranged by the Association, an open forum with 
a panel of scientists and a selection of scientific 
films. It is proposed to hold a Junior British Associa
tion meeting in 1959, independently of the annual 
meeting, organized on the basis of the experience 
gained in planning the Glasgow programme. 

Quite apart from major annual events of this sort, 
it is planned also to organize a series of special 
lectures for young people in the schools. The first 
of these will be given under the auspices of the 
Association in Ipswich in February 1958, when 
Prof. J. Rotblat will speak to two audiences totalling 
more than nine hundred schoolchildren from schools 
in East Suffolk. These lectures are being organized 
with the co-operation of the Chief Education Officer 
and his colleagues in the schools of that area. 

The effect which the Association is able to give to 
its plans in the future will depend in no small measure 
both on securing the co-operation of scientists who 
are prepared to lecture to non-specialist audiences 
and to take part in discussion groups, and on the 
degree to which it is able to secure support for its 
primary conviction that the ability to communicate 
the results and significance of scientific work is of 
major importance in the world to-day. A panel of 
speakers is now being compiled, and the ready 
response is an augury of the success of these activities. 
The possibility of creating a number of special 
lectureships to encourage younger scientists to 

participate in this kind of exposition is also being 
explored. 

It is only possible to report briefly, at this stage, on 
the many other arrangements that are being made. 
A conference on "Science in Schools", with particular 
reference to the urgent problems of the supply of 
science teachers and the provision of adequate 
laboratory accorrunodation and equipment, is now 
being organized and will be held in London during 
the coming Easter holidays. 

A committee under the chairmanship of Sir Hugh 
Beaver has been appointed by the Council to investi
gate and report upon the practicability, implications, 
consequences both international and domestic, and 
the cost of a change-over to the metric system by the 
United Kingdom. 

Discussions are now being held with the Atomic 
Scientists Association about the possibility of the 
British Association assuming responsibility for bring
ing before the public of Great Britain the facts about 
atomic energy and their implications. 

Preliminary discussions have already been held 
with representatives of the British Broadcasting 
Corporation on science programmes in the radio and 
television services, and these will soon be resumed. 

Development in the past has been hampered by 
lack of funds, and to carry out the present plans a 
substantial addition to the Association's present 
income will be required. As a result of approaches 
to a small number of leading industrialists in 1957, 
a significant addition to income has already been 
obtained. A sum of more than £40,000, mostly on 
seven-year covenants, has been received, giving an 
additional £8,000 income for the present year. It is now 
proposed to extend the appeal, and it is hoped that 
the response will be sufficient to enable the Association 
to implement fully its plans. In the first place, it will 
be necessary to augment the present small staff of 
the central office and to procure immediately adequate 
office accommodation. A start, however, has already 
been made possible as a result of the generosity of 
the above-mentioned firms. 

These are the beginnings. Given more financial 
support, the establishment of area conunittees, 
co-operation from the many organizations concerned 
with, or affected by, the impact of science on society, 
and the co-operation of scientists and the schools, 
there is little doubt that the present plans can be 
effectively carried out. It is believed that, in these 
ways, the British Association will be enabled to make 
a substantial contribution to bringing about that 
better understanding of the significance of science 
which is so urgently needed to-day-and so add to 
its already historic reputation in this field. 

SCIENTIFIC CENTENARIES OF 1958 
By JOAN M. EYLES 

T O pursue the study of both medicine and mathe
matics would be very unusual, if not impossible, 

to-day, but this combination of subjects was not 
uncommon in the sixteenth century. Mathematics 
led to astronomy, a subject at that time closely 
linked with astrology, and the supposed advantages of 
a knowledge of astrology in maintaining good health 
were generally recognized. 

Two well-known men who died in 1558 were both 
physicians with considerable aptitude in mathematics. 

Jean Fernel, born in 1497, studied in Paris for 
several years and then found himself equally attracted 
by mathematics and medicine. He qualified to 
practise medicine in 1530, but could not resist the 
lure of astronomy. It is said that he made use of 
his wife's dowry to pay for the construction of 
instruments which he had designed, and this led to 
a domestic crisis, in which mathematics lost and 
Ferne! agreed to devote himself to medicine. Although 
his first published book was a mathematical one, it 
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