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 Notes Rec. R. Soc. Lond. 49 (1), 119-124 (1995)

 J.B.S. HALDANE AND R.A. FISHER'S DRAFT LIFE OF KARL PEARSON

 by

 SAHOTRA SARKAR

 Dibner Institute, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cambridge, MA
 02139, USA; and Georgetown University, Washington, DC 20057, USA

 INTRODUCTION

 A.W.F. Edwards has recently chronicled how L.G. Wickham Legg, the Editor of
 The Dictionary of National Biography, invited R.A. Fisher to write the life of Karl
 Pearson and how, after many disagreements, Fisher withdrew his draft contribu-
 tion.1 Pearson's major contributions had been in statistics and Fisher, the foremost
 statistician of his generation, was a natural choice to write his life when Legg first
 approached him on 14 April 1945 inviting a contribution. Fisher replied on 26 April
 and accepted, though he acknowledged that he 'did not always get along with the
 subject'. By 28 June Legg had begun to have reservations. Writing to Fisher on that
 date, he mentioned that he had 'had a letter during the last few days' which had evi-
 dently given him some cause for concern. Noting how Fisher had already com-
 mented upon his personal differences with Pearson, Legg implicitly suggested that
 Fisher withdraw from the project. Fisher did not take the hint and submitted a draft

 to Legg on 21 January 1946. Legg forwarded the draft to at least one unsympathet-
 ic external reviewer and, after a prolonged set of exchanges, Fisher withdrew it. It
 was then replaced by a notice written by M. Greenwood.

 Edwards has pointed out that the identity of Legg's initial correspondent (who
 was responsible for drawing attention to potential problems with Fisher's contribu-
 tion) is uncertain. He has also speculated on the possible role of D.R. Pye (the
 Provost of University College and a friend of the Pearsons), who must have known
 of Fisher's animus towards Pearson since Fisher taught at University College from
 1933 to 1943 before succeeding R.C. Punnett at Cambridge.

 However, while Pye's influence might have played some role in Legg's decision -
 as Edwards points out, Legg thanks Pye in his Preface to the Dictionary - there is
 substantive circumstantial evidence to suggest that Legg's correspondent was J.B.S.
 Haldane (who was also at University College at that time). This evidence consists of
 correspondence between H.S. Hacker (Pearson's daughter), Haldane and Legg
 between 15 June and 22 June 1945, that is, about a week before Legg wrote to Fisher.
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 THE HALDANE-LEGG CORRESPONDENCE

 Haldane's role in this affair began when, in a letter dated 15 June 1945, Pearson's
 daughter, H.S. Hacker, requested him to approach Legg and ask the latter to revoke
 Fisher's commission for the Dictionary. Haldane acquiesced immediately, and
 wrote a long letter to Legg. That letter was carefully argued and documented:

 Fisher is, of course, cognizant of Prof. Pearson's statistical work, though I do not
 know whether he knows much of his philosophical work, or his writings on socialism,
 the Reformation in Germany, and the like.

 During the last ten years of Pearson's life there was a controversy between Fisher and
 himself, marked by great asperity on both sides. I think, that on points of fact Fisher
 was more often right (though by no means always) than Pearson, as the younger man
 usually is in scientific controversies. After Pearson's death Fisher continued the con-
 troversy, particularly in 'The Annals of Eugenics', a journal in whose editorship he
 had succeeded Pearson.

 Haldane quoted extensively from Fisher's article, published shortly after
 Pearson's death, in which Fisher had accused Pearson of falsification, arrogance,
 and of having a 'factious mind'.2 He went on:

 It would, I think, be unusual if a D.N.B. article on a recently dead politician were
 entrusted to one who had been his bitterest opponent during life. It would be even
 more surprising were it entrusted to one who had overstepped the normal limits of
 controversy by accusing him of arrogance, falsification, and the like, after his death.

 No account of Pearson's life would be objective which suggested that his work was
 wholly above criticism, or hid the fact that he was a controversialist. But others have
 stressed his fairness as an opponent. For example, Lenin, who was not distinguished
 for politeness to his adversaries, described him as 'This honest and scrupulous enemy
 of materialism'. Though I have a great admiration for Prof. Fisher's mathematical
 work, I venture to doubt that the D.N.B. would best attain its object by entrusting him
 with Pearson's biography.

 Leaving aside the almost gratuitous, though characteristic reference to Lenin -
 which was only one of Haldane's routine strategies for reminding a reader of his
 Communist Party affiliation - there was still one respect in which his remarks went
 beyond what was warranted. Pearson, perhaps just as prone to polemic as Fisher,
 was hardly more fair to his opponents than the latter. Legg, however, was in no posi-
 tion - and seems to have made no independent attempt - to judge the actual merits
 of Haldane's case. Evidently disturbed, but also somewhat irritated, he wrote back
 on 22 June:

 The friends of the late Karl Pearson finiront par me contrarier if they go on like this.
 In the last seven days I have had ten letters on the subject. Nevertheless, thank you for
 yours .... It's too late to revoke Fisher; he has signed the agreement with the Press, &
 we would merely be crying before we are hurt if we revoked his commission now.
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 What I was thinking of doing was ... calling in an expert (perhaps yourself!) to remove
 any sneers or derogatory remarks which might be implied in what Fisher may say ....
 Of course if he persists in being offensive (as he seems to have been) it is always pos-
 sible to ask some one to substitute another life if the original is inadmissible.

 It is unclear whether Legg's reference to 'ten letters' should be taken literally.
 Nevertheless, there probably were several other letters, and it is hard not to suspect
 that Legg had become the target of a campaign orchestrated by Hacker to ensure
 that her father's biographical notice not be entrusted to someone as antagonistic to
 him as Fisher. However, there is no evidence in the Haldane archives that directly
 supports this supposition - Hacker's correspondence with Haldane does not contain
 any reference to anybody else.

 AFTERMATH

 As mentioned above and detailed by Edwards, Legg wrote to Fisher on 28 June
 directly suggesting his withdrawal from the project. Fisher did not prove to be so
 compliant, and submitted a draft to Legg on 21 January 1946. By 4 February, Legg
 had edited this first draft, apparently expunging particularly hostile expressions.3
 Fisher acquiesced to the changes - the result, which is preserved in the R.A. Fisher
 Papers at the University of Adelaide, has been published by Edwards. Legg then
 edited the draft further, but was unable to reach agreement with Fisher. By 24 April
 Fisher felt compelled to withdraw his contribution, after ensuring that he received
 the previously agreed payment for his efforts. M. Greenwood eventually wrote the
 notice for the Dictionary. It was a rather innocuous piece and, surprisingly, was
 remarkably unappreciative of the X2-test which was the one significant contribution
 from Pearson that even Fisher had explicitly acknowledged. It appears, therefore,
 that Greenwood did not see Fisher's draft before composing his own.

 The correspondence quoted above suggests that the only letter that Legg specif-
 ically mentioned in his 28 June letter to Fisher was that from Haldane. However, the
 evidence is only circumstantial and, since Legg mentions receiving ten letters in his
 response to Haldane, it is possible that some other letter might have been the criti-
 cal one. Given the dates, though, and the detailed nature of Haldane's letter, that
 appears unlikely. Finally, though Legg evidently carried out the strategy he outlined
 in his letter to Haldane, there is no archival evidence - either at University College
 or at the National Library of Scotland - to indicate that Haldane was brought in to
 evaluate Fisher's draft.

 COMMENTS

 As most historians of genetics know, the personal and professional relationships
 between Fisher and Haldane were far from simple. In 1930, in the Genetical Theory
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 of Natural Selection, Fisher completely ignored Haldane's work from the 1920s
 though, after Haldane had given the book a particularly enthusiastic review,4 Fisher
 confided to Julian Huxley that he wished he had mentioned Haldane's contribu-
 tions.5 However, as his private correspondence shows,6 Fisher was unimpressed
 with Haldane's The Causes of Evolution though the review he prepared for public
 consumption (never published) was far more diplomatic.7

 By 1932 the dispute over the origin of dominance, that is, the question whether
 dominance was an evolved feature rather than simply a matter of biochemistry, had
 pitted Fisher, who adhered to the former position, against Sewall Wright, who
 championed the latter, and Haldane who basically agreed with Wright. Fisher's per-
 sonal relationship with Wright never regained its former cordiality after that
 episode,8 though his relationship with Haldane remained better. Haldane was instru-
 mental in procuring Fisher's position at University College, a favour which Fisher
 gratefully acknowledged.9 During the 1930s, according to most accounts, the rela-
 tionship between Fisher and Haldane at University College was relatively collegial
 despite their allegiances to opposite ends of the political spectrum and their sharply
 differing agendas for human genetics.'l During World War II, when German air
 raids finally forced Haldane to evacuate his laboratory from London, Fisher
 arranged space for it at Rothamsted Experimental Station.1

 After 1949, however, the Lysenko affair widened their political differences into
 an unbridgeable gulf. Nevertheless, the extent of Haldane's criticism of Fisher in the
 1945 letter to Legg - and even the fact that he was so readily willing to write that
 letter - requires some additional explanation. After all, if the surviving draft of
 Fisher's notice is taken as the standard, Haldane's most laudatory assessment of
 Pearson (in 1957, on the centenary of his birth) was not much more positive.12 In
 particular, Haldane was less than sympathetic to Pearson's eugenics, unlike Fisher,
 who continued to promote eugenics throughout his life (though at the opposite end
 of the political spectrum from Pearson's 'free-thinking' socialism).

 The best explanation seems to be Fisher's appointment to Punnett's chair in
 genetics at Cambridge - there is ample evidence in Haldane's correspondence that
 he clearly wanted (and even expected) that position.13 It is not too far-fetched to
 suggest that he resented Fisher's selection, and suspected that their respective polit-
 ical affiliations played a role in that choice. This might also explain why Haldane
 writes specifically of his respect for Fisher's mathematics, and makes no mention
 of biology or genetics, in the letter to Legg. Haldane's disappointment with his fail-
 ure to obtain the Cambridge position was probably a significant reason for his will-
 ingness to leave the U.K. for an academic position abroad. During the late 1940s
 and early 1950s, with Norbert Wiener as the enthusiastic intermediary, he had seri-
 ous negotiations with MIT. 4 Those negotiations became irrelevant with the passage
 of U.S. legislation barring communists from entry. In 1957, he finally left
 University College and the U.K. for a position at the Indian Statistical Institute in
 Calcutta. Fisher visited that Institute several times, both before and after Haldane's
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 appointment. There, their relations were superficially cordial, now that Haldane had
 finally broken with Lysenko and had resigned from the Communist Party, but never
 quite as open as they had been at University College in the 1930s.'5
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 123

This content downloaded from 128.83.63.20 on Tue, 07 Mar 2017 17:22:11 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 124 Sahotra Sarkar

 at that time). The voluminous Haldane-Wiener correspondence is preserved at the
 University College London Library, the National Library of Scotland (in both cases
 among the Haldane Papers) and at MIT in the Wiener Archives.
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