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Sta t emen t s have a p p e a r e d in p r in t r e c e n t l y concern ing the ha l f - l i fe 
of b io logica l information-which, if they w e r e to be taken s e r i o u s l y , would 
m a k e a m o c k e r y of our be s t efforts in publ ishing this p e r i o d i c a l and i n ­
deed of p r in t ing g e n e r a l l y . The e s t i m a t e of th is supposed hal f - l i fe i s 
put at ten y e a r s ; the au thor of the s t a t e m e n t s would be b e t t e r employed 
at developing a p r in t ing ink which would fade to half i t s i n t ens i ty in t en 
y e a r s than in b io logica l r e s e a r c h . Think of the f o r e s t s tha t could be 
saved f rom the hungry pulp m i l l s ; and the w a t e r w a y s f rom the i r po l lu ­
t ion. But think too of the d a m a g e to the economy. 

Does in fo rmat ion d ie? If so , what cons t i tu t e s i t s dea th - - l ack of 
u s e ? This s e e m s to be analogous to the t h e o r y - - mor ibund , p e r h a p s , 
but s u r e l y not dead - - of u s e and d i s u s e a s a m e c h a n i s m of evolut ion. 
But a r e t h e o r i e s in fo rmat ion anyhow? Or h y p o t h e s e s ? P e r h a p s they 
should be r e g a r d e d as h i s t o r i c a l in fo rmat ion ; but we m u s t b e a r in m i n d 
that h i s t o r y r e p e a t s i tself . The in fo rmat ion r e c o r d e d by A r i s t o t l e has 
c o n s i d e r a b l e influence today, a t about 2~^00 of i t s o r ig ina l s t r e n g t h ; 
u n l e s s p e r h a p s i t is only m o d e r n in fo rma t ion that is so highly m o r t a l . 
If th is be t r u e it m a y b e b e c a u s e of our own inadequa te u s e of p r e c e d i n g 
in fo rmat ion ; b e c a u s e , in o ther w o r d s , p u r in fo rmat ion is not r e a l l y 
new; not, s t r i c t l y speak ing , in fo rmat ion at a l l . 

In the phys ica l s c i e n c e s , and e s p e c i a l l y p e r h a p s in c h e m i s t r y , one 
h e a r s it sa id that t h e r e is no point in holding back fi les of p e r i o d i c a l s 
m o r e than ten y e a r s . This m a y be j u s t wishful thinking on the p a r t of 
o v e r b u r d e n e d l i b r a r i a n s ; I cannot be l ieve i t to be t r u e . To c a r r y such 
a p ropos i t ion over into biology gene ra l ly , w h e r e the v e r y f r a m e w o r k of 
the subjec t goes back f o r m a l l y to 1758 and in fo rma l ly to the o r ig ins of 
r e c o r d e d in fo rmat ion would, of c o u r s e , be n o n s e n s e . No b io log is t , 
s u r e l y , would m a i n t a i n that only 0. 0001% of the in fo rmat ion p roduced 
by Linnaeus is " a l i v e " today. 

As we a l l know, in b io logica l r e s e a r c h , t e n y e a r s is by n o m e a n s an 
unusua l t i m e l apse be tween a d i s c o v e r y and i t s a p p e a r a n c e in p r i n t . I 
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once publ i shed an accoun t of a p iece of work t h i r t y y e a r s a f te r doing it - -
when it was 87. 5% dead. G r e g o r M e n d e l ' s work , though publ i shed , was 
not d i s c o v e r e d unt i l it was 95% d e a d - - w h a t an i m p a c t i t migh t have had 
e a r l i e r ! Much work , unques t ionably , a p p e a r s before i t s t i m e , when i t s 
v iab i l i ty m u s t i n c r e a s e with age and i ts i m m o r t a l i t y m u s t , I think, be 
conceded . Of c o u r s e t h e r e is a l s o m u c h work that p r o d u c e s r e s u l t s of 
r e a l i n t e r e s t for a l im i t ed t i m e only; new techn iques and m e t h o d s which 
wil l in t u r n by s u p e r s e d e d by o t h e r s , new hyop theses which u l t i m a t e l y 
p r o v e un t enab le . H e r e , i t m a y be l e g i t i m a t e to speak of a ha l f - l i fe , but 
p r e f e r a b l e to r e f e r to a l imi t ed in fo rmat ion content ; for t h e r e a r e e l e ­
m e n t s in a l l such work which wil l e n d u r e . In format ion , as I see it , en ­
d u r e s ; app l ica t ions of i t , the c lo thes it w e a r s , m a y fade. On a human 
t i m e s c a l e , pub l ica t ions endure wel l , a l though s o m e t i m e s one wi shes 
they wouldn ' t . If an au thor feels that h is work has a half - l i fe of only ten 
y e a r s ; if he feels tha t p u b l i c a t i o n i s a ques t ion of now or neve r , he should 
p robab ly r e f r a i n and content h imse l f with te l l ing h i s f r iends and co l ­
l eagues about i t , for i t m a y be half dead before it a p p e a r s . 

B. Hocking 


