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EDITORIAL

The Languages of Science
From the Roman era until between one and two

hundred years ago a student or a professor could
attend most of the centres of learning and universi-
ties of Europe and at least understand the formal
lectures. Often he could dispute with his teachers
and fellow students in Latin. Latin was still the
language of academic life, books were written in
Latin and lectures were delivered in Latin. William
Harvey when he studied at Padua would have
found the lectures nearly as easy to understand
as those at Oxford or Cambridge. Since then
Latin has disappeared as a language for academic
instruction; today few teachers of the classics in
schools could lecture in Latin and, apart from a
few words, this language has disappeared from the
laboratories and lecture rooms of the medical and
scientific faculties.
UNESCO has recently published a report on

the languages used by doctors, scientists and tech-

nical experts in the world today. This report
states that 2,650,ooo doctors, scientists and tech-
nical experts are able to read English at least
sufficiently well to understand a publication in
their own field; I,640,ooo have a similar know-
ledge of German, I,200,000 of French, ,00oo,ooo of
Russian and about 400,000 of Spanish. It appears
that most scientists who have a native language
different from those listed above speak one of these
languages as a second language; but a much
smaller proportion of scientists who speak one of
these major languages at home are able to read a
second language. This UNESCO report goes on
to list the language in which the major medical,
scientific and technical journals of the world are
published. Nearly 45 per cent. of all such journals
are published in German, about 40 per cent. in
English, io per cent. in French and the remaining
5 per cent. is shared between Russian, Spanish and
Italian.
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