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A CONGRESS of barbers, gathered to hear the latest about 
hairdressing techniques and told by their president that 
in the past thirty years the quality of their work had 
declined, that they were taking too long to cut customers' 
hair and that they overcharged the public, would undoubt
edly be in a lynching mood. The barbers, exposed for 
what they were, on returning to their shops would find 
an angry public demanding refunds. For this reason, if 
no other, senior members of trades and professions are 
not given to criticizing their colleagues in public-except, 
that is, for Professor Kenneth Mellanby. 

At the annual meeting of the British Association this 
year Professor Mellanby, President of Section X and 
Director of the Nature Conservancy Monks Wood Experi
mental Station, announced that science was overstaffed 
and mismanaged. He said that although funding has 
multiplied a hundred-fold since the 1930s "productivity", 
however determined, has declined sadly. More money 
has meant more jobs, and the larger the "team", the less 
the creative mind around which this structure is developed 
can do anything but administrate. The only corrective 
Professor Mellanby sees is an unashamedly elitist 
approach-support the good and do not allow the less 
than good to pretend they are doing constructive research. 

Two issues need discussion. One is simply whether 
Mellanby is making a correct judgment. The other is 
that if he is indeed right, why does not a statement like 
this raise more than a ripple? 

The theme that science is not what it used to be is not 
a new one. As long ago as 1830, Charles Babbage could 
write a book persuasively and wittily on unfavourable 
trends, including expansionism, among scientists. He 
would have had no difficulty in revising it for the 1970s. 
The present day problem seems to be a lack of incisiveness 
among scientists in converting personal opinions into 
action. Although it is indisputable that the contributions 
of some scientists are consistently brilliant and the contri
butions of others are consistently negligible, the processes 
of natural selection are seriously impaired by some form 
of gentlemen's agreement whic~ classifies open criticism 
of the mediocre as intolerable rudeness. The process starts 
early when failure to get a PhD is seen as such a humilia
tion both for student and adviser that the standards of 
the degree are seriously depressed to accommodate stu
dents who are not natural research workers. 

The fault is not the student's because no one has had 
the courage to /)ay "you are not going to make the grade". 
Then, armed with a certificate to do research, most will 
settle for nothing less, and none will say nay because who 
can tell what someone might come up with? 

This is a serious misreading of the character of obser
vational science. No one visiting Cambridge should fail 
to observe Eric Gill's stone inscription on the Department 
of Zoology Dans les champs de I' observation, le hasard 
ne favorise que les espirits prepares: scientists of distinc
tion lead a favoured life, not because they are lucky but 
because they know how to capitalize on their luck. To 
encourage those to stay in the field who clearly lack the 
ability out of a hope that something may turn up is often 

no more profitable than providing monkeys with type
writers because they might turn out a work of genius. 

The overpopulated ranks of research are not, however, 
merely an expensive phenomenon. They do, as Mellanby 
points out, constrict, if not throttle, the creativity of the 
bright who frequently lack the political skill or authority 
to thin out teams of research workers willed on them. 
The administrative load can be crippling, of course, 
although it is frequently self-imposed, but there is also 
the intellectual load of devising thesis topics and trying to 
keep employees abreast of original research. 

All this suggests considerable reduction in the ranks of 
those who call themselves researchers. It is not easy to 
suggest means of doing this which do not hurt, but in 
trying to give an answer to the question "Why a mere 
ripple from this statement?", the urgency of finding an 
answer may at least be underlined. 

Until now there has been little feeling amongst scien
tists that they are living largely off taxpayers' money (many 
industrial scientists included), nor does the taxpayer 
readily associate criticism of scientific research with his 
tax bill. Yet the amount that he pays in Britain for the 
research council (a modest fraction of the total research 
and development expenditure) is at least as much as he 
pays each year for having his hair cut. Awareness of this 
(perhaps not in such specific terms) cannot but increase
the Apollo ~pace programme, if it did nothing else for 
the man in the street in the United States, gave him an 
insight into the relationship between taxes and research 
spending. 

It is arguable that Britain is beginning to become a 
post-industrial society. If so, science will not occupy 
the revered position it has for the past hundred years and 
we will hear more of the market-place approach to ex
penditure on research-if composers, printers. poets and 
sportsmen have to survive on the quality of what they 
provide, should research scientists be exempt? 

100 Years Ago 

AMONG MeS!!rs· !Macmillan's announcements of :forthcoming 
works are-" On the Theory of Sound," by Lord Rayleigh, 
F.R.S. ; ''Contributions to Solar Physics," by J.N orman Lockyer, 
F.R.S., with numerous illustrations; "Cave Hunting," by W. 
Boyd Dawkins, F.R.S., being researches on the evidence of 
caves respecting the early inhabitants of Europe; "The Origin 
and Metamorphoses of Insects," by Sir John LubbocK, F.KS. 
(vol. ii. NATURE Series) ;land a new edition of Canon Kingsley's 
"Glaucus." 
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