
ministration, university politics, and facili-
tating others’ research. And, surprisingly,
it’s in these connections that some of Wat-
son’s “lessons” are most perceptive.

So, for example, Watson notes that
many intellectual conflicts in science play
themselves out as contests over the con-
trol of physical space. Salaries are impor-
tant, but space is even more important,
since it’s a publicly visible sign of your
standing and power: “Always buy adja-
cent property that comes up for sale”; “Be
prepared to resign over inadequate space”;
“In the Darwinian world of an academic
department, if you don’t create such
crises, limited resources will surely go to

gutsier colleagues.” And, indeed, much of
the gritty detail of Watson’s accounts of
life at both Harvard and the Cold Spring
Harbor Laboratory, to which he went full
time after leaving the University, is taken
up with stories about academic Space
Wars. Watson persuades readers—and
not just scientific readers—that he’s got a
fine eye for the weapons, the tactics, and
the terrain of academic battle. At the Long
Island laboratory, Watson turned into an
e≠ective fundraiser and administrator.

Still other “lessons” make one wonder
whether they’re ironically intended,
whether Watson isn’t blessed with a full
measure of self-awareness, or whether
he’s just forgotten the cutthroat competi-
tiveness commended in The Double Helix:
“Science works better when the winners
don’t take all”; “Share valuable research
tools”; “Never be the brightest person in

the room.” And most fascinating of all:
“Science is highly social.” Watson is quite
right here: science is social—you schmooze
or you lose. And, although both The Double
Helix and Boring are superficially about the
survival of the scientific fittest, both o≠er
overwhelming evidence that scientific
discovery, conventionally assigned to one
or a few individuals, has its authentic ori-
gins in the dense, unplanned, even irre-
trievable interactions among many indi-
viduals. The “weak ties” represented by
an overheard passing remark—perhaps
even from a member of a “dying disci-
pline”—may turn out to be as important
in the creative process as the “strong ties”

connecting an individual with teachers
and like-minded colleagues.

In just this sense, “James Dewey Wat-
son” is both a unique individual, endowed
by nature with huge scientific talents,
and a fortuitous historical trajectory
among many institutions and the scien-
tists who lived in them, notably including
fine scientists less ambitious, abrasive,
and competitive than he is. Lucky Jim, in-
deed. But if it’s true that science is such a
social activity, then Watson has inadver-
tently made a strong argument for why
combative individualism may not always
be such a constructive pose. Watson is
large; he contains contradictions.

Lucky Jim is also unexpectedly tradi-
tionalist, and even Romantic, Jim. Boring is
a voiding of long-stored rheum at Har-
vard and its obstructionist ways: “F___
Harvard and f___ Pusey,” Watson puritan-

ically recalls himself thinking when Presi-
dent Pusey called him back from an unap-
proved trip to California, and the wound
of then-Faculty of Arts and Sciences dean
Franklin L. Ford’s denial of a $1,000 raise
after winning the Nobel Prize still festers
more than 40 years on. Commenting on
one of Harvard’s present-day scientific
fault-lines, Watson rakes Larry Summers
over the coals for what he sees as mis-
guided infatuation with “translational”
research and the commercializing im-
pulses embodied in the “almost Soviet-
style fantasy” of the plan for Allston sci-
ence. For Watson, it’s the pure science of
Divinity Avenue on which Harvard
should concentrate its resources and
which is the guardian of Harvard’s soul. 

But as much as Boring is payback time for
Harvard, it’s a love-song to the University
of Chicago, where Watson was a bird-
watching undergraduate, where he reveled
in courses on literature, history, philoso-
phy, and sociology, and where President
Robert M. Hutchins presided over an insti-
tution and a curriculum designed to pro-
duce graduates capable of critical thought
and morally compelled to use those critical
capacities—damn the consequences.
Chicago, unlike Harvard, was “virtually an
o∞cers’ training school for intellectuals,”
and it was at Chicago, Watson recalls, that
he “learned the need to be forthright and
call crap crap.” It is not, however, a skill en-
tirely unknown at Harvard. 

Steven Shapin is Ford professor of the history of
science. He has written several books on the his-
tory of early modern science and his Science As
a Vocation: Personal Virtue and Scientific
Authority will be published by the University of
Chicago Press next year.
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...a strong argument for why combative 
individualism may not always be constructive.

Marcia Chellis requests a source

for “Everything is high school.” 

Barbara Murray would like to

verify an anecdote involving Ten-

nessee Williams’s alleged reply

when asked why he had stopped seeing

a psychiatrist: “Well, that man kept nos-

ing into my personal business….”

“pot…wall” (September-October). Eliot

Kieval recognized the query as a variant

of “Strive not as doth a crocke with a

wall,” from Geoffrey Chaucer’s short

poem “Good Counsel.”

“Age is a thief” (November-Decem-

ber). John T. Collins supplied, as an earlier

example of this formulation, “Time, the

subtle thief of youth,” from John Milton’s

poem “On His Having Arrived at the Age

of Twenty-three.” 

“logical fallacies” (November-Decem-

ber). Elizabeth Bernstein was the first of

many readers to recognize this

reference to Max Shulman's

short story “Love Is a Fallacy,”

from his 1951 collection The Many
Loves of Dobie Gillis. George Sich-

erman added that the story was

subsequently turned into an episode of

the eponymous television show (season 

1, episode 22, airing on March 1, 1960,

according to www.tv.com).

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter

and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware

Street, Cambridge 02138, or via e-mail to

chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.
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