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NEWS AND VIEWS 

What Price Uniformity? 
THE decision by the conference of editors which the 
Royal Society has sponsored (see page 1061) that 
British journals should quickly persuade their con
tributors to adopt the SI system of units is a reasonable 
step, on the face of things at least. There is a good deal 
in the argument that life would be simpler, and possibly 
a good dcal simpler, if all scientists used more or less 
the same system of units. It goes without saying, of 
course, that scientists, who do most to create new units 
of measurement, are less hampered than most other 
kinds of people-architects, for example-by the co
existence of different systems of units, but even in 
science it is sometimes hard to tell where incon venience 
stops and confusion begins. It is also, perhaps, quite 
proper opcnly to acknowledge that the devoted people 
who seek uniformity are also often much addicted to 
the invention of new units. The passion for uniformity 
has, for example, produced as one of its side-effccts 
thc strange confusion which now abounds about the 
units of magnetic flux. There may be quite unexpectcd 
benefits if the energies of the unit-mongels can now all 
be harnessed to a single and probably a lasting cause. 
Whether, in these circumstances, it is reasonable for 
by-standers to hope that metrification of the scientific 
journals will somehow help the rest of the world to 
abandon its devotion to the inch and even centimetre 
is another matter. Mr Wedgwood Bonn may be 
determined to show that in weights and measures, 
if not in monetary systems, Britain is capable 
of satisfying the most exacting demands of the Presi
dent of France, but the Ministry of Technology must 
know by now that its real battles will come with the 
butchers, bakers and candlestickmakers, not with 
laboratory scientists. 

That said, it remains to be seen how quickly the SI 
system will sweep everything in front of it. In matters 
like this, editors of journals may be influential but 
their influence cannot be decisive. In the last resort, 
there are limits to the extent to which contributors 
can be made to toe a common line. The problem is not 
merely that quantities such as 1·3 A must be replaced 
by 130 pm (for picometre). Sometimes there are no 
exact equivalents for the units which authors choose 
to use. Who but an author can translate 1,500 feet, 
for example? In the circumstances, the journals can 
only provide encouragement and, sometimes, dis
couragement. Most of them, no doubt, will be guided 
not so much by the convenience of contributors as 
by that of readers-this at least is how the balance 
should be struck. This is where consistency is a real 
asset, and where it will also bc extremely helpful if the 
practices of all the journals can be brought more closely 
into concert. But flexibility also matters, which implies 
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that authors should not shrink from lapsing even into 
c.g.s. units if this seems to serve the convenience of 
readers. Familiarity is also important, which means 
that those who have spent lifetimes lIsing WOlds such 
as Angstrom and calorie should be allowed a generous 
interval in which to change their ways. 

The question then arises of how Nature will respond 
to the call for a uniform adoption of 81 units. The first 
thing to be said is that the problems of an international 
journal are in many ways exceptional, and at present 
there is only a hope that journals in the United States 
will follow the British. The scope of this journal is 
also a complication. It may not be entirely unkind to 
biologists to suggest, for example, that some of them 
may not know what a Joule is, let alone how to use it 
instead of a calorie. In the circumstances, it would 
seem that the best course will be to use 1968 as a year 
of experiment biased in favour of SI units, and there 
are a number of ways in which this can be done. 
One way in which this can be done is to allow SI units 
to be abbreviated but to require that others should be 
spelled out in full. Thus an author will be allowed to 
say Hz, but abbreviations such as cis and c.p.s. will 
be replaced by "cycles per second". The dyne (which 
is 10-" Newtons) will be spelled out in full. For the 
time being, the atmosphere will remain the atmo
sphere, instead of being converted to 101·325 Newtons 
per square metre. But it is clear that the British 
thermal unit, beloved of engineers, is on the way out
in the new system, it works out at 1055·06 Joules. 
And if people insist on using the nautical mile, 
a unit wholly contrary to the spirit of the SI system, 
it is hard to see how they can be out-manoeuvred, 
because the nautical mile is wellnigh unconvertible. 
In fact, it is equal to 1·85318 km, on the European side 
of the Atlantic at least. To start with, at the 
beginning of 1968, there will be nothing to be done 
about "1,000 feet" but to complain. It will also seem 
entirely sensible that units such as the Angstrom, 
centimetre and gram should be allowed to flourish (if 
authors wish) without much hindrance for the time 
being. For the rest, it will be interesting to see what 
happens. This is not a crucial issue, but SI deserves 
a fair wind. 

Count More Galaxies 
SOME of the first results of the new sky survey carried 
out at the Mullard Radio-astronomy Observatory at 
Cambridge were described last week to the Royal 
Astronomical Society by Sir Martin Ryle. From his 
preliminary paper with Mr G. G. Pooley, it seems that 
the Fifth Cambridge Catalogue of radio sources will 
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