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Q Now--

A I think the last thing I said without finishing the

sentence is that I believe it made ~ lot of difference in the

ultimate achievement of, and contributions of biomedical research

to important human problems, and that is why I was speaking
emotionally.

Q Well, weren't there other people on the board who

recognized this problem. John Paul, for example, recognized

this problem. After all he was the leading force--

A Let me say right away that as regards such policy decisions

there can be important differences in opinion among scientists

in the highest caliber but judgement, policy judgements are bound

to differ. Let's assume for a moment if I may use a comparison

that I not frequently use, that with perhaps rare exceptions

people who are appointed to the supreme court of the United States
are all very capable people. And they are presented with evidence.
The evidence is as it is. But when it comes to value judgements,

they divide up. It is very rare to have a unanrmous decision.

Sometimes yes. But very often no. So just because people of

great accomplishment differ in judgement and on policy especially

or evaluation of evidence which let us say is factual and is not
surprising. I am myself at the present time and in recent years

very much out of sympathy with judgements that have been made

I think sometimes hysterically by outstanding Nobel American,

Nobel prize winners and people whose tremendous status in science

cannot be questioned. Nevertheless I do not agree with their

jUdgements. So I am not saying that I was the only one who thought
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like that. Obviously others did because changesddid come about.

But many others didn't. If you ask me how John Paul thought I

would say that he was perhaps more, more academically oriented

that the transition between what should I say--transition

between scientific research as an academic activity to the

scientific research for achievement of specific objectives

was one in which he was a little bit fuzzy. And it still

exists. It has to do with the attitude about the importance

of freedom, of inquiry of the individual investigator with which

I agree. But, I think that freedom itself is a misused and

misunderstood word. There is a difference between the kind of

freedom that an anarchist claims and the kind of freedom that a

responsible citizen of society claims. I believe yery much that

as our life becomes more and more complex and interdependent so

a line in every sphere of activity has to be drawn between

dependence and independence. I appreciate as much as anybody

the importance of economy in the work of a scientist but also

I appreciate perhaps more than many the importance of ultimately

interdependence and that economy has its place and must be

preserved but under the banner of freedom of action or academic

freedom, mere+y to say that as I mentioned before the coneepts

just get the people, give them the opportunity to work and leave

them alone that that is the best way to pursue the scientific

enterprise in the present era I say no. We need that too to a

certain extent but that's not enough.

Q It is very difficult for a board of any kind to vote

itself out of existence.
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A Yes I think you are right and therefore what happens is

that if the board doesn't carry out its mission it is voted out

of existence by others.

Q Yes. Now, who is the only epidemiological board voted

out of existence by, by itself or--?

A Well, I would say it was voted out of existence ultimately

by the congress, by the military who found that it was not giving

them what they wanted to have the board for. Because there are

always some people on the military who are very clear thinking

and know what their objective is who behave in a proper military

-fashion in planning. It doesn't mean that just because a man

has a military uniform on that he is working in a disciplined

way. You've got lots of examples~in history of poor generals.

But there are also good generals. Some of those good generals

are thinking of what knowledge they need and whether or not

they are getting it. If they are not getting it they finally

look for other ways of getting it.
Q Was Banes-Jones still alive when the board went out.

A No, I think not.

Q In a sense it was his baby.
A Yes it was very much his baby and it served as I said

before a very useful function from the point that I want to stress

again if I didn't stress it enough before is, that what is

necessary and proper in one era is no longer applicable in another

Q Alright.
A That's very important.

Q Alright. Now, by implication you have some of the same

criticism of the study section of-~

era.
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A And councils.

Q And councils of the national institutes of health and I

wonder if you would address yourself to that.

A Well, the study sections are absolutely important parts

in my judgement of the system that developed in the United States

for dealing with the determination of the scientific let us say

quality of applications for money that the congress was

appropriating, for medical research to think that you could just

have an executive group that would call up, use the buddy system

that just wouldn't work. And could, under certain circumstances

it would do better than have a study section. But the function

of the study section was to deal with the thousands, the increasing

numbers of applications that came into the national institutes of

health to fulfill its function of distributing the money which the

congress appropriated to use by the institutions by the extra-

mural institutions, not the institutes themselves, their own

staff. So that the problems as one went along was the tremendous

load of work that was thrown on people who were very busy and

very often decisions were made-on improperly, not enough time

being given by the person let's say who was in a position to

make an evaluation. But there is no alternative. So although

that there were mistakes, the main difficulty that I found over

the years is that the load was too much. And that ultimately
because of that there were developments in which people on a

study section would be given a certain number of grant applications

which was more in their field of expertise and then they would

report on it to the whole study section. And then the others who

didn't have a basis for judgement because you know the specialization
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even in highly specialized field of activity is such now that just
because you happen to be in the same general field of tropical

medicine or immunology or whatever, you don't. necessarj.ly have the

competence to judge certain important subspecialties. So you come

to rely on t.he , judgement of those whom you respect. Well this was

helpful in part. But then also it has to do with organization ~y

those who were using the study section. Namely, the divisio~ of

research grants and they had regular professional personnel

who were not always of the highest level, and time wasn't budgeted

and it very often happened that you would come at the end you know

and everybody had to catch a plane and there was still a lot of

applications left over and then they would get short-thrift

because everybody had to catch a plane and they went very fast.

For example also sometimes I found that a proposal was
not properly evaluated. I found myself as being sort of the

lawyer let's say for something that I thought did not receive

a proper critical evaluation either for or against. And this

would lead to re-evaluation. So that basically there are

problems and they have also been accused although I don't think

it happened during the period that I served, by the academic

community outside, sometimes there was stealing ideas because

after all, I mean, we've got to deal with realities. These are

human beings. Research grants, proposals for research grants

exist predominantly for the presentation of innovative experimentation

new ideas, new approaches. Now who are the merribersof the study

section. The members of the study sections are people who are

working in the same field. Very often they saw these new ideas,

some of the people in their laboratories with whmm they discussed
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it saw these ideas and it happened I am not saying--I canlt

document it. It happened that ideas that were proposed by

somebody else somehow or other became incorporated in a research

protocol of somebody who had some connection with th~ study

section and appeared in print before the other guy could even

get his grant. I am not saying that it happened very often,

but this was one of the dangers of a study section that depends

on the judgement while competitively involved in the same field

of evaluation. I am very much concerned about that, even though

it doesnlt happen very often, it has happened. And I am trying

to think whether there is some mechanism that can be worked out

where one can use critical judgements of people who are no longer

competitively involved that are however, I will come back to that

now because I have nothing concrete to say. But I am merely

bringing up here some of the aspects of the problems.of a system

without which we cannot do. Then there were some other problems

that would arise in study sections.

Because something, a proposal is not either perfect, good,

itls not either good or bad. There are gradations and furthermore

the study sections I think served a very useful function because

they would reject sometimes path of the applications almost

unanimously, why, and this was an important service for a research

grants division. Because the people submitted these applications

showed no evidence of having benefited in their training eitheras

Ph.D.s or M.D.s of a disciplined approach to a problem. The

application showed that the person was incapable of defining the

question that the experiments he proposed to do would in no way

answer the question and that he really didnlt know one end from
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the other. Those were easy. Even though, as I continued to

serve on the sections of the councils, I became very much con-

cerned that the hundreds of millions of dollars th~t were being

expended and the new training programs turned out products who

ended up to be utterly incompetent~scientifically,you see.

This left a lasting impression on me to play a role in my

thinking later on. But after you have screened out that, after

these have fallen through the sieve, and there was a time when

almost fifty percent of those would fall through the sieve that

way, you then had to develop decisions on grading them. This is

good. This is not too good, etc. because there is an awful lot

of gilding of the lily that becomes involved in things like this

and as more and more money was being appropriated by the congress

there were more and more poor applications coming in and chiefly

because the refugees from these training programs or calling

them graduates of the training programs then obtained jobs as

instructors or assistant professors in expanding numbers of

departments of medical schools around the country. But then let's

say you came down to the point where you graded it on the scientific

merit without reference to what importance it may have for any

special disease problem, or anyone disease problem and this

performed a useful function again with limited funds you have to

do that. People don't realize that. Somebody has to do it.

The study section wouldn't. do it, some jerk somewhere else would

have to do it with even less expertise or more prejudice. But

then came up another problem because the study sections made

judgements only as scientific merit. This is excellent work,
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next, next, next, very poor and if you have no money well this
scientifically is no matter. But then when I came to serve on

the council, you have still another problem because you get the

input of ten, fourteen study sections or more with applications

that presumably would fall within, from the research grant

division that divided up among different categorical institutes.

And they come to the considerations of a number of different

study sections come to a categorical institute, the one I worked

with at first was national institute of allergy and infectious

disease.

Then you are faced with another set of decisions. Here

is something that has the top priority in one field of activity.

And here are many things that have a top priority in a certain

field of activity. But are they of equal priority in the total

p~ogram of categorical mission of that institute. And then there

was a need for making a second level decision. The law unfortunately

required that every application that has been gone over by the

study sections already must be reviewed by the council. To me

it created an impossible situation because instead of getting

let's say ten pounds of paper as a member of a study section, now

you got tremendous numbers of documents. You couldn1t possibly

even if you gave up your job and everything, you just couldn1t--

so there again in the council the responsibility for different

activities was divided up that we constantly faced the problem

of how to reach priority judgements on something that from a

scientific point of view let1s say had high merits. Would you

turn it off a moment.

Q Sure.
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A As a result of this problem and the pressure of council

members and I was always pressuring the institutes for."_ whom we

were acting as an advisory council set up wnat was called program

relevance but the decision on what constituted program relevance--

what does program relevance mean--let's say that the national

institute for allergy and infectious diseases has been assigned

a certain mission, defined by a congress after hearing appropriate

testimony and that is its program. But the question that the

administration that the institute had to decide was what was the

relationship of the research that was being proposed and which

application grant, which an application was made, what is the

relevance of that research to its program. And it is easy enough

to say this is high priority, this is high priority, to choose

them, and I think they chose them really out of thin air or

ttnder such broad headings that it was very difficult to decide

What I always wanted to know was what are the most important

problems within the mission assigned to that institute. Not

picked out of the air but quantitatively determined.

Quantitatively how. What is the magnitude of this as a disease

problem now, in relation to something else. What is the potential

importance of this now as related to somethin~ else. If the

potential importance of malaria let's say was very great for

the army or the navy that might have to operate in areas where

malaria was a big problem, let the army aridnavy cover it by

its research. If there were certain general problems in parasitic

diseases, le~ N.I.H. cover that. But then it wouldn't necessary

be in the categorical mission of the institute. What is the

magnitude of the problem of certain subdivisions of allergy.
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which are the important infectious diseases. Can you say that

an arthropod borne disease which maybe attacks a few hundred

people a year has the same importance as millions of cases of

respiratory disease which are still a problem. I am only-- I

am not trying to get into the details but to show you the

difficulties.

At any rate, the staff people of the institute established

certain program relevance categories in which the members of the

council had to say that even though this has high scientific

merit, it doesn't quite fit in the program relevance so that got

shut out. Actually there were no good guidelines. Things were

very broad at least stated, so that it was difficult to make a

decision for priorities. And ultimately the decisions were made

at the working level. I was never satisfied with the way the

council worked and I would like to at this point for you to get

a reprint of something that I have, in 1967, I was asked to

testify before a government operations committee. And I testified

on the way the N.I.H. was working and trying to do its job and

made certain recommendations of what was needed to help to do

its job better as time goes on. This was then published in

Science under the title I think IICollaboration for Accelerating

Progress in Hedical Research, or Biomedical Researchll
• The

things that I carefully thought out there and that are concentrated

I believe belongs right here. Now continuing from what would be

in that, particular publication I wo uLd like to say that what

was recommended therein 1967 and some of those things, Dr.

Shannon who was one of my colleagues in medical school.
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We went to medical school together, and I am digressing

here, and he was two years my senior so that he was a resident

while I was an intern at Bellview Hospital, we knew each other

very well. He was really a magnificent person. He did a

tremendous lot to create a biomed~cal research capability In

the united States. He also had made certain proposals. We

had already contacted--we discussed things very often. But

they still haven't come to pass. And I would like to interject

at this point that although I haven't yet made a careful study

of the special panel that finally the congress was obliged to

appoint, a presidential panel on biomedical research policy,

they haven't even scratched the surface, or more than scratched

the surface. There have been. any number of reports of analysis

of N.I.H. activities reports that came out suggesting changes in

its policy which ended up in somebody's filing cabinet was not

attended to. This was one of the basic important problems. And

therefore I say that since the things that were recommended there

I think I will come back later to discussion, of why we have no

restructuring of the operation of the national institutes of

1 f f'll h ' ,forh, h h bl' h dhea th to ul l t e mlSSlon w lC t ey were esta lS e in the

present era under circumstances that are not the same as they

were thirty years ago in 1946. I would try to say now that I

regarded my service on the study sections and on the council

advisory council of the national institute of allergy and

infectious diseases as very, very stimulating. It was

complimentary to my activities in the laboratory. I was concerned

there with the larger problems of biomedical research not just my

own and it was during that period of service that I developed a
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certain philosophy of the modus operandi on the larger scale of
biomedical research activities and I would say on this point I

would stop now although there are many, many anecdotes that I

am sure coilildbe used to fill in the general problems I raised

in my discussion now and in the publications and I remember at

one point having the council come out to Cincinnati and we met

on drawing out certain specific recommendations how we might

change and there were some of us on the council and I wasn't an

isolated voice who were calling for change but the way things

operated was that after we called that it went up like a prayer

above and it didn't get anywhere lower down because the ultimate

action was left not in the advisory group put the people who had

to do the day to day decisions and if they weren't properly

staffed and organized nothing much happened to recommendations.

Q Well you know, the national institutes for allergy and

infectious disease had a very interesting leader named Dorland

Davis and in this period and he had at least one staff member

who was interesting by the name of John Overman. I don't know

if you remember--

A I remember a number of people but I would prefer not to

discuss individuals here. Except to say that by and large not

only I but other members of the advisory council were not highly

impressed with the quality of staffing that was required.

Q And yet at one particular point in 1965 you carne to

extraordinary defense of national institutes of allergy and

infectious diseases by testifying beforecongre~s at a time

when it seemed that their grants would be cut severely.

A One of the functions of members of the advisory council

occasionally was to appear as private citizens before congressional
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committees who were holding hearings on the budget to try and

plead for one special thing or another. I don't remember whether

you are referring to testimony before the Fogarty committee.

Q The Fogarty Committee.

A Or--some other in which I didn't--I don't even remember now

what I was testifying for. But I think it is worthwhile perhaps

to take that testimony as symbolic of a larger problem.

The way things were done about ten years ago and the way

they a.re still being done, is that each institute develops a

budget for its own activity both intramurally and for the program

of administration of distribution of grants to institutions outside

presumably in its own field of activities. All of these are then

combined by the director of the national institute of health and

he has not and still does not exercise with his advisory board as

he should a relative value judgement as between one institute or

another. This is what is called freedom, economy (autonomy).

Excuse me.

Q Sure.
A When I speak of value judgements I mean as to the relative

priority of the work done by one categorical institute compared

with another categorical institute within the overall national

institutes of health but the budgets are combined and they are

sent over to the committee of the congress that then has to

pass on the budget and very often you see they go over item

by item and there are all sorts of pressures put upon them.

There is the disease of the month clubs there is the arterio-

sclerosis club, the diabetes group, association, the heart

association, the cancer association, multiple sclerosis association,
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the retinopothy association. There are innumerable

pressures. To me this has always seemed wrong because I think

these are decisions, the relative prioritIes must be made by the

best people we can get in this country and should be worked out

ahead of time at the national institutes of health in the office

of the director and when the total budget is presented to the

congress for action it should have already built into it the

best judgement. I say the best judgement because I mean it is

the only judgement, it is the best you can do by getting the

best people in the oQuntry to make a value judgement on priorities

between, among different things that are proposed. But this is

noetthe way it was done. Congress then hadd:o make the decision.

What would happen. I would say that congress still has the right

to ask for the justification of, for various items that when the

director comes to present the total budget to the congressional

committee or senate committee that is responsible for it, he can

bring along a proper staff to justify to them and answer any

questions. But the congress should not be asked to decided between

one thing and another thing in the budget. But anyway, they have

been doing it. They are still doing it. So I was asked to go

to plead for a special item in the budget that represented an

increase in the budget of the national institute of allergy and

infectious diseases before congressman Fogarty who really did a

tremendous lot to advance the growth and development of the

national institutes of health and there I was and I think I was

last man on the totem pole. Somebody was in talking about

appropriations for heart problems, cancer problems, tuberculosis

pl:loblems,for all sorts of things. About five o'clock I am the
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last one in. I am going to go into detail because I think it is
a reflection of the problem we face and perhaps oneof the things

that showed Fogarty prematurely. Because he was a very dedicated

person who wanted to do a very fine job.

There he was sitting, his collar open, perspiring, no

tie, exhausted and he says, well, Dr. Sabin, you're next. So

IIgive him my piece, the justification and so on and he was

listening. And when I got through he says to me, tell me Dr.
Sabin, if you were in my place would you approve this appropriation

for which you have just requested. And I had to tell him that I

cannot answer this question because I cann0t put myself in his

place without having been exposed to the barrage of other

pleadings that went on not only all day but it goes on for weeks.

And not only without having the knowledge b£ the;justifications

for various other requests that have been made by outside agents

who is, and by other institutes. But.ta Lso without having the

knowledge that I would have if I were a congressman who had to

consider various other national needs in relation to the needs

of biomedical research as it was carried out by the National
so

Institutes of Health, you see, Congressman, I can't put my-self

in your place. But my job was to make out the best possible

case for the particular problem that I was dealing with. But now

I don't envy you. Your problem of having to make the decision

because I don't think it should be your decision. I think you

should be in a position to accept the judgement of national

bodies set up for th~t specific purpose who should be operating

under guidelines not under guess-timates and the situation~ still

is like this. I think there is a need to restructure, to
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restructure the development of the total budget for biomedical
research. There are cries in the country now that the present

administration previous administration, they have b~eri cutting

the budgets for biomedical research and that the present feeling

of the congress is that it wants only a fast return for the

buck and all of this stuff and they say but if I honestly ask

myself with the experience and the background to say whether

the billions, the several billions of dollars that are being

spent for biomedical research now are just right or not enough

or perhaps even too much. I have no basis for saying anyone

of those things although I have a gut feeling that there is an

awful lot of unnecessary work being done that if it were not

being done biomedical research would not suffer very much. And

that we do need to develop a new mechanism. A mechanism in which

the function of the congress would be chiefly to weigh the needs

of biomedical research in relation to other national needs. And

not to be the people in the position to judge between one

component of the total budget and another component. It is not

theirs to do. I discussed this problem during the past year with

Senator Muskie who has been recently the chairman of the senate

committee for the budget, the total budget. And at one time he

was quoted, there was an editorial on science recently, that he

was wishing for one-armed scientists. One on one heart, the

one armed, the one arm, the one handed scientist. He said he

listens, hesffitsthere and he listens and scientists very

competent scientists come to him and tell him that on the one

hand this such and such is needed and so much is being appropriated

for but on the other hand-- he said how in heaven's name can I

make decisions about these specific things. On the one hand he
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says for once I wish that scientists would come to me with one

hand and say that they have considered this problem and among

themselves have reached, however difficult might be, have reached

a conclusion that this is what is needed and to present proper

justification. And on the basis of that justification I, that is

Senator Muskie and other people in the congress would be able to

make value judgements among various national needs. And I think

it will have to come to that. The assumption that congress wants

to retain a hand in making decisions or in helping constitutes
the

and so on may be right but not really, not a good people whose

main interest is in seeing that what needs to be done will .be

done and the kind of appropriations that can be justified will

be appropriated. I think we need a restructuring of policy

decisions on the funding of biomedical research and in order to

have a restructuring £or the mechanism of funding we need a

restructuring for determination of priorities and I think as we

are going on now we cannot long continue without harm to the whole

question, the whole problem of the contribution of biomedical

Q Dr Sabin, look, if I w~ite the president, a professor fnom

research and development.

the University of Cincinnati, it is not apt to get past the first
secretary who opens the mail. If you write the president the
letter gets to him. Or if another eminent scientist--

A That's. not true.

Q It's not true. If.hydo you say that.

A Because the level at which a president of the United States
can deal with isolated problem must be restricted. He cannot

possibly deal with every Tom, Dick and Harrys and I am a Tom or

L
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a Dick or an Albert, you see. Requests in the first place, he is

not competent to judge and if there were instead of 24 hours

a day, if there were 24 hours per day he couldn't possibly do it

without killing himself. He must be able OT somebody must be

able to direct certain problems among the staff. So that what

we are dealing with here is not for a decision that has to be

made at the presidential level to begin with on the basis of

what anyone scientist or anyone person can make out a case for.

This is something that has to be really fought out within the

so called scientific community and frankly there is no so called

scientific community. There are a number of different organizations

and sometimes I think of them as guerilla forces, the American.

I mean, I have had occas~on to become involved with--I

will talk later in discussions with general policy. Because

more recently I have appeared before congressional committees,

and I think we have no biomedical not only biomedical but

scientific community, which again would have to be subdivided

into groups. And I think the whole philosophy of science policy

needs to be reconsidered. You might say well this is a function

that is being constantly addressed by the National Academy of

Sciences again by small groups, by committees of the national

academy of sciences. It is being addressed by the science board

and the national science foundation when there was an office of

science and technology in the white house. It was supposed to

have been addressed by it and then more recently by presidential

panels that are always axed. It isn't really getting to first

base. We do not have yet within the scientific community the

type of organization that will set up guidelines for decision
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within different spheres of need in its service to the nation and

we are bogged down in what shall I call them, confrontations first

within the scientific community and then with the congress which

has to make .decisions about helping to maintain the health of the

American scientific community and the dependence of the nation

upon it. There is now presumably an on going hearings by Senator

Kennedy which said it will continue perhaps for about a year on

the report of the presidentls biomedical research panel. And really

they are not even talking in a way in which everybody means the

same thing, by the same expression. I~_am personally sick and tired

of hearing the use of the word basic science as if it meant the

same thing to everybody. It doesn't. And applied science which

means absolutely a thousand things to a thousand different people.

There is I would say that the tower of babel is existing at the

present time when it comes to discussions that are going on to

basic national science policy.

Q That really wasnlt the thrust of my question. The thrust

of my question--let me put it this way. You appear before a you

know, congress begins to be dissatisfied with N.I.H. beginning ln

the 1960s. A fountain committee has investigations and it is

really the first scrutiny by congress. Yet when you come

testify let us say before one of the committees and you write

a letter to Lister Hill you have Lister Hillis attention. If

I write a l~tter to Lister Hill I donltget Liste~ Hillis

attention. And not only you--

A What is the point you are making.

Q The point is that scientists have a special responsibility

for the things they plead for. Do all scientists--
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A Therefore--therefore I mean, go ahead.

Q It is an ethical question.

A Are you talking about the responsibility of scieritists

in relation to these problems?

Q Yes.
A Well this is not denied by anybody. There are special

committees set up for that sort of thing ln the national academy

of science, ln the American associations for advancement of

science, in every sub unit of let us say the American physical

society, the biochemists, the microbiologists, the physiologists

everybody has a public policy. But what is happening. They are

not talking to ~ach other. Each one of them and sometimes

individuals who do not disagree or if they do--bend the ear of

the congress. Either individual congressmen then get informed

by, get only part of the picture from one. person or a group

or committes of the congress and the congress is confused.

Confused. I don't blame them. I would be confused too. I later

would like to bring into the record here a remarkable debate that

took place in the senate at the end of September a year ago 1975

in which the senate was discussing a certain amendments about

taking a hundred million dollars off on the cancer budget and

putting it there and taking fifty million dollars off the heart

and lung institute--

END OF TAPE


