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With so many books of Peter Medawar's essays pub- 
lished in his lifetime, I approached this volume with 
some trepidation. Could his high standards possibly be 
maintained? Might there have been a temptation to 

accept writings from the bottom of the barrel?a pale 
shadow of Medawar at his best? I need not have wor- 

ried. David Pyke is to be congratulated on putting 
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together this fascinating collection of essays, book 
reviews, lectures and radio interviews. Admittedly 
almost all have previously been published?a couple 
(The genetic improvement of man; Animal experi- 
mentation in a medical research institute) in one of 
Medawar's own well read books, The hope of progress, but 
most of the others in more obscure books and journals 
or in the New York or London Revieiu of books, none of 
them readily accessible to the general reader. All 
remain topical and are a pleasure to read. 
With the exception of three items (a previously 

unpublished 1966 radio interview in which Medawar 
discourses on what made him tick as a scientist, the 

unscripted 1963 radio broadcast 'Is the scientific paper 
a fraud?' and his 1959 Reith lectures 'The future of 
man') everything in this book was written after his first 
calamitous brain haemorrhage in 1969?a glowing 
tribute to his remarkable powers of recovery and the 
retention of his highly analytical talent for discussing 
complex issues on a broad front, as well as his flair for 
writing in a style that arouses the reader's interest. 

Peter Medawar has made the art of reviewing scien- 
tific books, usually several at a time, very much his 
own. Take as an example the chapter from which this 
book derives its title. He was reviewing, for the New 
York review of books, three books on various aspects of 
genetic engineering which covered both the biological 
basis and the ethical dilemmas facing those working in 
this field. First we are treated to 11 pages of Medawar's 
own thoughts and views on the subject, with references 
to the 1975 Asilomar conference at which the possible 
harmful effects of genetic engineering were discussed, 
the MRC guidelines published in the same year, 
Michael Roger's book Biohazard, a Nature editorial, a 
discussion he once had with Jacques Monod the then 
Director of the Pasteur Institute, a book by the bio- 
chemist Edwin Chargaff, articles by Clifford Grobstein 
in Scientific American and Science, and Dr James D. Wat- 
son of DNA fame?not to mention a couple of deft 
allusions to Francis Bacon and H. G. Wells. Only then 
does he see fit to write: 'Having now taken evidence 
from various quarters we may turn to the three works 

specifically under review'! We cannot know whether 
the three authors felt hard done by, but we were given 
an essay of absorbing interest. As it happened he was 
able to praise all three, though with considerable 
economy (just over 4 pages). His conclusion was that, 
short of abolishing the profession altogether, no legis- 
lation can ever effectively be enforced that will seri- 

ously impede the scientist's determination to come to 
a deeper understanding of the material world. 
There is much else in this posthumously published 

volume to interest physicians?from the role played by 
Howard Florey in the discovery of the curative powers 
of penicillin, the puzzling question of fraudulent (as 
opposed to erroneous) claims in science (he admits to 
some passive complicity in the case of the 'spotted 
mice' because he found himself 'lacking in moral 
courage' in giving voice to his doubts at a time when 

he was a scientific consultant to the Sloan-Kettering 
Institute), to a spirited attack on T. McKeown's book 
The role of medicine that is, at the same time, an equally 
spirited defence of the medical profession. When 
Medawar spots a flawed argument he can be ruthless 
in demolishing it; after quoting a paragraph from 
McKeown's book he goes on to say: 'Living as I do in a 
world of medicine and medical research I am happy to 
confirm that from my own experience what McKeown 

says is absolute bunk'. You can't be blunter than that! 

In the final, short chapter, 'The life instinct and dig- 
nity of dying', written 4 years before his death and 
after several life-threatening episodes, Peter Medawar 
comes down heavily in favour of prolonging life by all 
means possible: 'There is no philosophically definable 

dividing line between treatment that is rated dignified 
and morally acceptable and treatment that is declared 
to be an affront to the dignity of man ... It was as 
allies, then, that I regarded my physicians and the 

apparatus of intensive care and not as so many plots to 

deprive me of my dignity'. This may not be the last 

word on a complex and vexing question, but there is 
no doubting the deeply held belief from one who had 
been through the mill. 

I strongly recommend this book to all who take an 

interest in the interface between science, medicine 
and ethics, and in Peter Medawar. 
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