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AUGUST 18 1949 _ - THE LISTENER

New Frontiers in Science /

The Chemistry of Life

By PHILIP EGGLETON

HUMAN body—yours, say, or mine—is built of chemical
_.atoms, about a thousand million million million million of
| them, and it is the avowed object of biochemistry to find out
what they are all doing there.

Such an ambitious project would be sheer lunacy “if it were not
for two things which simplify matters. The first is that atoms practically:
never exist alone. We do not get atoms existing as atoms. Rather, they
tend to unite into groups with very definite patterns. These structures
the chemist calls molecules. When a lot of molecules of the same kind
are brought together they tend to arrange themselves in still larger
patterns called crystals. Thus it comes about that when a chemist
gets crystals forming out of some solution he can usually be sure
that all the molecules that make up each crystal are of the same kind.

Our Bodily Architecture

So one part of the immensely difficult problem of trying to find
out about the chemistry of life resolves itself into the question: how
many different kinds of pure substance or crystal can the chemist
isolate from the tissues of a plant or animal? For this tells us about the
molecular patterns that are being used in our bodily architecture, The

learned to make in the last hundred years They are not even out-of-the-

way rarities, most of them: water, common salt, glucose—these three at
least can be found in most kitchens,

. The second consideration that eases the path of the biochemist

;your body. structure is constantly wearing out and bei 1
ifrom your food.| More than half th i STt

Aiy//6mot there a wee ago, and will be gone next week./Hardl
:,.l/i—'g at all in your body now was there fi :]

(enal | sider you are still the same person. Why? Because the
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o be done. Of course, even when this ever been dealt out the same hand twice. The apparently small number
: still have not explained why an egg of simple chemicals used in the structure and running of our bodies is
we shall know something of Zow it quite consistent with the most elaborate architecture and the most
_ complex behaviour.

ind consider. Our bodies are mechan- =~ Nowhere is this paradox sharper than in the mysterious question of
of simple crystalline substances, and inheritance. Why does a human being take after his parents? How does
sent of other things—hormones, co- he manage to be human at all, seeing that the only link to the parents
also fairly simple substances—which is a couple of germ cells each so small that you need a microscope to
" “teca may see it? To the extent that this is a chemical question, the solving of it lies
entirely in the future; but the science of genetics has already gone a
long way by its own methods towards finding what sort of controlling
device.is.present in-these germ cells,- and biochemists are ready to
follow up any hint of a chemical kind that the geneticists may hit

upon.—Home Service

wrsity Reform
m page 255)

the deep divisions in our culture. A Studium Generale might do nothing
more than paper over the cracks. There is no doubt, however, that the
Report here deals with a subject which is arousing a great deal of
interest in Germany—more in fact, than it is in Britain. It is remarkable,
for instance, that the Technical University of Berlin should have gone
ahead with its plans for a Studium Generale during the period of the
blockade. Here all the students during their first year now spend half

~their-time-on-a_course which embraces mathematics, science, literature .
and sociology. This is only one of a series of € experiments in this field -
in Germany which should receive careful study in other countries.

The Report has a chapter on the responsibilities of the university for
the general adult education of the community. This is a question of
particular importance in Germany, where the universities are liable to
be far too dissociated from the general irtellectual life of the country.
A foreigner studying the German universities can hardly fail to be
struck by their unpopularity among large sections of society. They are
too often regarded as forming a reactionary influence and as contributing
little of value to the revival of a stable democracy in the country. No
doubt there is much exaggeration about this. Germany is a country of
many bitter memories which easily cloud men’s judgments. A single
lecture by a professor which contains reactionary or narrowly nationalist
sentiments rouses at once fears and suspicions which are natural. We
should never forget that all the liberal, humane and Christian elements
in Germany have to carry the burden of an inescapable memory, the
memory of an overwhelming defeat sixteen years ago. All this lends

=nad far a closer ane might also say a friendlier,
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