
PAST-PRESIDENT’S ADDRESS 

HORACE W. DAVENPORT 

HUMAN VOICES 

The President of this Society shares one characteristic with Charles 
II who never said a foolish thing and never did a wise one; his words are 
his own, his acts are his Council%. Each President having, like Tallyrand, 
survived his year in office is charitably allowed 30 minutes to address 
members as he will. This is as much public reward as he can expect for 
whatever he has done for the Society, and his failures can be forgotten. 
It is not the custom for the Past-President to review his stewardship; 
rather he delivers himself of a tragical-comical-historical-pastoral sur- 
vey of physiology. I shall not depart from this custom, but I do want to 
thank those 150 or so members who, voting at a business meeting, en- 
trusted the office to me. I was raised to this bad eminence at a moment 
when a long-needed revolution in the structure of the Society put an es- 
pecially heavy burden on its officers. Although this crushed any pleasure 
I might have taken in the office, I know it is a great honor to be for a year 
the official head of American physiology. 

Alas, high office in the American Physiological Society does not cert- 
i fy that its holder is scientifically preeminent. I f  you count over the 36 
men who have been your President and the hundred who have served on 
Council you will recognize some of them as the best physiologists of their 
time, but you will also recognize that many, like me, have displayed only 
respectable competence. This is proper, for a man is elected to do the 
business of the Society, not to be as Hooke was for the Royal Society a 
practicing scientist. The way you vote shows that you understand the 
qualities required of your officers, for election often lights on the man 
who has conspicuously served the Society rather than on the man who has 
done the best experiments. The pride an officer may take is that as a man 
he has the confidence of his fellow members. The work of the Society is 
for the most part done out of sight, and I wonder how well you know what 
the boys in the back room do. I have observed over the eleven years it 
has been my privilege to sit on Council that each officer brings to the 
Society some one distinctive quality: one is effectively devoted to education, 
another understands finance and makes the Society solvent, a third starts 
a splendid publication venture, and a fourth gives serene and balanced 
judgment. (Each also brings some idiosyncracy which in six solid days 
of meeting may become a bit tiresome, but at the end all annoyance is 
washed away with ethanol.) Collectively your officers should have the 
practical wisdom which is the mark of a good administrator who creates 
the atmosphere in which research can flourish, and collectively your 
officers have had the right qualities. 

Our admirably succinct constitution says that the “purpose of the 
Society is to promote the increase in physiological knowledge and its 
utilization. ” Science is essentially a private and lonely accomplishment, 
and the true increase in physiological knowledge is generated in the mind. 
On the other hand, the purposes of the Society are public ones: to do what 
we can to make conditions most favorable for productive thought and, once 
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the creative act has occurred, to make its fruits most generally avail- 
able. The Society, being a voluntary and amateur organization, is not 
efficient, but over the years it has served physiology well. You will 
find an astonishing total when you add up all the things our Society does 
for physiology, and each one of these is the contribution of someone you 
did the honor to elect to your Council. 

There are some things the Society can do poorly or not at all. It is 
a weak political pressure group. I wish those frantic members who seize 
the lapels of an officer and shout: “You must get a law passed against 
anti-vivisection! ” would remember the definition of a congressman and 
the means of influencing him which Henry Adams gives somewhere in 
the Education. I had intended to quote Adams, but after reflecting that 
most of us depend for all our research support and a large fraction of 
our salaries upon the good will of Congress I decided that hinting at the 
imperfections of its altruism might be impolitic. We do not exert po- 
litical pressure; we are its objects. Neither are we a labor union. We 
cannot command the pay, prestige or working hours of a bricklayer. You 
have frequently been told that our salaries and our status are too low. 
Before asking whether we are using the wrong measuring stick, I shall 
tell you about a colleague of mine who frequents the Pentagon. Being a 
mild and polite gentleman, he always stands back to allow generals and 
colonels and even majors to precede him into the conference room. Re- 
cently the chief of protocol took him aside and said in effect: “Look, dot, 
you are making us intolerably nervous. When you are here as a consul- 
tant you have the rank of a lieutenant general. You damn well go through 
that door in front of a major general!” So three stars glitter invisibly 
from the shoulders of one biologist, at least if he is a Michigan depart- 
ment chairman and the Past-President of his professional society. A 
great advantage of academic life is that we live outside the ordinary 
status structure, and we can, as Charlie Gray observed, wear a tweed 
coat to lunch at the Yale Club. It would be wrong to give up this freedom 
in order to compete with funeral directors for the rewards they seek. 

I am about to say something nasty about money, and I know from ex- 
perience that I must preface my comments with an oath of allegiance to 
the dollar. My problem will be familiar to all of you who sit on admin- 
istrative boards in medical schools. You will recognize the moment when 
it becomes necessary to tell your clinical colleagues that the sole purpose, 
the be all and end all, of a medical school is not the care of the patient, 
that in a university, teaching and research have paramount claims. When 
I reach this point I draw a deep breath and deliver a five minute speech 
to the effect that although I am only a poor bastard of a Ph.D., I really 
do understand the importance of patient care. I agree that the quality of 
patient care in a university hospital must be the best, but.. . likewise, I 
really do understand the importance of money, but I must say that as 
professional men and women we have obligations and rewards which are 
totally outside the value system of money. By definition, a member of a 
profession has a confidential relation with a subordinate, and that is why 
there are only four professions: the law, medicine, the priesthood, and 
teaching. The Church tries to assure itself that candidates for ordination 
have a true vocation, and I think we should be as strict. 
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Supplied with training grants we are enticing into physiology every 
prospective graduate student who can count to twenty without removing 
his shoes although we assure each other that knowledge of differential 
equations is the absolute minimum for a modern physiologist. (Would 
there be a place for Harvey or Cannon or Bernard today?) Sometimes 
when offering a stipend or negotiating a salary I am overcome by the 
memory that I got my first job (not in physiology) in November of 1929. 
Those entering physiology now are better off by an order of magnitude 
than we were before the war, but I suspect that training grant stipends 
or the salary of an assistant professor (there are no more instructors) 
are paid in faerie gold. It buys the wrong things. As one who belongs 
to a generation which settled its career before marrying, I think the 
wrong thing is polyphiloprogenitivity and that the intense domesticity 
which is the fashion today eats up the years which were better spent on 
study and scientific, as distinct from biological, productivity. I move 
annually in our faculty that we deny admission to married students and 
that we dismiss any who marries. No one ever seconds my motion. 
Alternatively, I suggest that instead of dependency allowances, we give 
continence allowances. By an irresistible train of thought I am driven 
to remembering my introductory lecture on gastric motility. I describe 
the methods used to measure movement of the stomach, and I contrast 
the accurate records obtained using modern transducers with the old, 
misleading ones given by an 8 cm balloon. I conclude by telling my 
students : “The condon has a place in physiology, but that place is not the 
stomach. ” 

Science and art are the two creative activities distinguishing man 
from other animals; all the rest of his business merely keeps the machine 
of life running. Although the greatest art equals the greatest science on 
any scale of value, it is more satisfactory for those of us who do not own 
the highest genius, to be scientists rather than artists. As an occupation, 
science has one important advantage over art; science is subjected to a 
generally accepted set of external controls. Neglecting the extremely 
rare, and usually fictitious, unappreciated innovator, we can say that the 
general body of contemporary scientific opinion is, if not correct, at 
least facing in the right direction. Science is eager to correct itself on 
good evidence. We usually approach truth by successive approximations, 
and even in those instances in which the jump is a radical one, the scien- 
tific community reacts with glee rather than with dismay. A physiologist 
knows how his work fits into the body of his science, and he can make a 
reasonably accurate estimate of its value. In the terrible night of self- 
doubt which comes in middle-age the physiologist can at least reassure 
himself that he has added something to the shape of truth. This means, 
I think, that science has a place for the second rate. Art does not, and 
all art except that minute fraction which is the very best, is quickly and 
properly swept into the ash can. It is the sense of having made some 
lasting contribution which is the real reward of science. One’s contribu- 
tion may be very small indeed. A life of work may end as half a sentence 
in a textbook, and there is no name mentioned. A better man may leave 
a small paragraph, and the work of only the best may inform a whole 
chapter. The value of this comes into better perspective when we remem- 
ber how many millions have lived, are living and will live, leaving behind 
no trace whatever. I would guess that of the nearly 200 million Americans 
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now alive only a few thousand will leave anything of lasting meaning be- 
hind them. Of these thousands most are probably members of the elite 
professional societies, and I conclude that a substantial fraction belongs 
to the American Physiological Society and is here tonight. 

In promoting the increase and exchange of physiological knowledge 
our Society has encountered formidable problems in its meetings and 
publications. You know better than I what these problems are, and you 
also know that none of the proposed solutions has much chance of success. 
At the risk of startling you with its brilliance I want to outline a new so- 
lution. This is to combine three well-known techniques: the method of 
inventory control used by mail-order houses, the data analysis methods 
used by seismologists to distinguish earthquakes from explosions, and 
the stock market ticker. We will abolish the American Physiological 
Society and the Federation. In their place we will erect an enormous 
computer with a capacious memory, and we will connect it with each 
physiological laboratory. All present knowledge will be stored on the 
memory drums, and by working the appropriate controls a physiologist 
may ask the machine to print out on his own receiver, information on any 
subject. At the end of each working day the physiologist will feed into 
the machine his current results, or he may arrange to have his analyti- 
cal instruments connected directly to the outgoing lines. The machine 
will integrate the results into the corpus of physiological knowledge and 
make the revised information available to any inquirer. Publication 
will no longer be necessary. When a physiologist has made an important 
contribution, importance being judged by the number of bits revised and 
added to the memory drums, a bell will ring in his laboratory, and when 
five of these events have occurred a light will flash in his dean’s office, 
signifying that he is now eligible for promotion. If, however, the results 
are neither correct nor novel a red light will turn on and a horn will emit 
a Bronx cheer, and when this has occurred some predetermined number 
of times, say three, a trap door will open precipitating the investigator 
into a vat of boiling oil. This is the equivalent of encountering Ajax 
Carlson or Carl Wiggers while giving a poor paper. 

The principles are clear. Working them out is a mere engineering 
detail, yet I doubt my solution will be accepted. In the loathsome jargon 
of the day we say that we attend these meetings to promote co,mmunication 
in physiological science; at least that is what we write‘on our travel 
vouchers. The actual fact is that we are here because we are gregarious 
human beings. Certainly, we are attending this ceremonial dinner, not 
for any scientific purpose, but to renew our fellowship as members of 
the Society. The official portrait may display a group of dispassionate 
automata, but the truth is that we do use our human qualities in being 
physiologists. Some of the qualities are unlovely ones: envy and calumny 
and hate and spite. A good bit of our work is driven by the will to prove 
some other member wrong and to demonstrate the fact in open meeting. 
Many a shaft is more barbed and hurled with greater force than if its 
aim were only scientific truth. Driven by hubris I myself have several 
times inflicted wounds which I have bitterlymtted. We deplore these 
failings, and we excuse them because we are only human. But we also 
display more amiable qualities. In growing up as scientists each of us 
finds a new father, and there are strong bonds of filial love reaching 


