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ponders on the general perception of science
as unemotional, requiring publications that
omit feelings, wonder and fascination at the
complexity of life in all its ramifications in
favour of bland objectivity. But in that case,
it doesn’t help to read that our raison d ’être is
our genes, a view I profoundly disagree with
but an error commonly voiced by geneticists.
Cells, organisms, tissues and populations are

all complex integrated systems; genes are part
of these systems, but what makes us is the
whole, not any one part.
This is not to decry Harberd’s effort. Anything that reveals to the public that under
the skin scientists are human like anyone else
is to be welcomed; only scientific knowledge is
blandly objective, but therein lies its strength.
Harberd’s diary is, I hope, the harbinger of

others, and should be regarded as a valuable
and successful experiment. Biographies of
scientists are common, but diaries containing
day-to-day thoughts and speculations are far
more attractive. If only Newton, Einstein or
Darwin in later life had obliged.
■
Anthony Trewavas is at the Institute of Cell and
Molecular Biology, Kings Buildings, University of
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In some ways UK university rankings are chapter about ranking in sports will not mean
even worse. Here the rankings involve mea- much to anyone who does not avidly follow
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Now, more than ever, we are besieged by num- sures of teaching quality. That sounds entirely baseball results, and to follow one of the
bers, targets, league tables and non-stop aud- reasonable until you look at where the num- author’s examples of climate measurement you
iting. We are inundated with management bers come from. They come from the Quality have to be familiar with summer in Las Vegas.
gobbledygook. Most of these activities produce Assurance Agency (QAA), an organization that More seriously, though, there is no critical
numbers, but what do all these numbers mean? costs £11.5 million (US$21 million) annually, analysis of whether the measures used in business management, genetics
That is the question asked
and climate studies actually
in John Henshaw’s book
measure what they purport
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existent, numbers, deserved a
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though: “The darker side of
The style of writing is easy,
measurement … manifests
but it lacks passion. IQ advoitself in a variety of ways, percates are gently taken to task,
haps nowhere more insidiand journalists mildly castiously than in ‘measurements
gated. I suspect that Henshaw
of the mind’.” Henshaw
lets off too easily the main
proceeds to take apart the
villains of the piece, namely
ludicrous idea that a person’s
worth can be measured by a I am not a number: evaluating people by numbers is often meaningless, but we still do it. academics themselves. They
(some of them, anyway) prosingle number. This is a book
that is intended for a wide audience, so the but which seems to think that the quality of vide the box-ticking and paper-collecting for
discussion is not very technical. Interesting teaching can be measured numerically with- agencies such as the QAA. It is not unknown for
stuff, such as a good discussion of the nature– out bothering about what is being taught. This some of us to exaggerate the significance of
nurture problem, is missing almost entirely leads to absurd results, like university courses our findings, partly, of course, because of fear
(perhaps because the author is an engineer in homeopathy (yes, there are some) being of the next Research Assessment (yet another
not a geneticist).
given near-perfect scores when they should case of attaching dubious numbers to complex
Henshaw’s bête noire is the weighted mean. really be referred to the Office of Fair Trading activities). And as they get older, too many
Nothing wrong with it, of course, when the for describing as science a subject that is academics seem happy to take refuge behind
weights have some proper basis. The problem more akin to magic. The antics of the press in a façade of management-speak in the style so
arises when the weights are just produced from their attempts to rank universities are a more- beautifully described by Michael O’Donnell in
a hat to combine separate measurements into or-less honest attempt to make money. The his A Sceptic’s Medical Dictionary (BMJ Books,
a single number. That means that you can get reification imposed by the QAA is an intellec- 1997) as “decorated municipal gothic”.
Numbers, as Henshaw’s book says, are often
almost any number you want by adjusting the tual disgrace. As so often, it is a case of ‘Quis
weights: a classical garbage-in, garbage-out custodiet ipsos custodes’? Or possibly, a case of, abused, but it is academics who must shoulder
much of the blame for that.
problem. Henshaw illustrates this beautifully ‘those who can, do; those who can’t, assess’.
■
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