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collective stranglehold on Chinese
intellectual advancement. In addition, one
critical point that is studiously not
addressed by Chau and Chau is Needham’s
observations regarding the culturally
defined roles of science in Chinese
society, in which practitioners of science
(in the broadest sense) traditionally
served the authoritarian needs of the state
(royal court), particularly in close
conjunction with well-defined élite classes
that promulgated the systematic abuse
of the predominantly submissive
agrarian population.
To confound matters further, Chau and
Chau seem not to understand that the
concept of individualism has radically
different meanings within the broader
contexts of Asian and Western societies.
They are also incorrect in stating that
authoritarianism was unknown in the
original writings of Confucian
philosophers. On the contrary,
Confucianism developed out of a society
with a highly regimented social structure
with little internal mobility; thus, virtue as a
putatively beneficial quality was, and is,
traditionally imposed from above in
Chinese society. To the extent that moral
courage existed in Chinese society,
particularly during the Tang and Qing
dynasties, it was a consequence of
individual behaviour (and varied from
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person to person), not Confucianism. It
was certainly not an idealistic consequence
of well-travelled paths having been trodden
in the search for greater meanings. Filial
piety, therefore, is necessary for
maintaining social harmony in Asian
society. Confucian philosophers and
scholars were hardly the only ones to have
understood this point. Mao reformated this
concept, and then used it to great ill-effect
in his egotistical attempt to dominate
Chinese society. Mao understood the
Confucian Analects as well as any Chinese
— probably more than most — and
evidently to a much greater extent than the
authors of the recent correspondence.
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abstract, plotted as a function of the year of
publication. They extrapolated, from the
exponential rise in the use of the word, that
by 2020 all scientific papers will claim novel
findings. It is ironic that their observation is
itself not novel.
Nature published correspondence in
1991 (350, 9; 1991) in which we noted the
accelerating use of the word ‘novel’ and
documented it with a graph of the
frequency of use of ‘novel’ and two control
words (‘control’ and ‘unusual’) in Medline
database records. In addition, we
recommended that authors reserve ‘novel’
for strikingly new discoveries, lest the word
lose its impact.
We are sorry to see, from the updated
data provided by Friedman and Karlsson,
that our recommendation has had no
discernible impact. It appears that the
editors of Nature recognize the dire
consequences of the novelty explosion and
will provide regular updates of the situation
until the message takes hold.
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You read it here first
Sir — S. H. Friedman and J. O. M. Karlsson
recently reported what they believed to be a
novel paradigm (Nature 385, 480; 1997).
They presented a graph of the
proportion of articles in the Medline
database with the word ‘novel’ in the title or
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