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MATHEMATICS AND MEDICINE

Staristios are curious things. They afford one
of the few examples in which the use, or abuse, of
mathematical methods tends to induce a strong
emotional reaction in non-mathematical minds.
This is because statisticians apply, to problems in
which we are interested, a technique which we do
not understand. It is exasperating, when we have
studied a problem by methods that we have spent
laborious years in mastering, to find our conclusions
questioned, and perhaps refuted, by someone who
could not. have made the observations himself.,
It requires more equanimity than most of us possess
to acknowledge that the fault is in ourselves. A
colleague of a famous contemporary statesman
has been quoted as complaining that he used
figures as though they were adjectives. The
medical profession as a whole would not find it
easy to counter a similar charge. For most of
us figures impinge on an educational blind spot.
We have never been taught to recognise them for
what they are. This is a misfortune, because
simple statistical methods concern us far more
closely than many of the things that we are forced
to learn in the six long years of the medical curri-
culum. Many of our problems are statistical ;
and there is no other way of dealing with them.
In preventive medicine this is so obvious that it
has acquired general recognition. In laboratory
work, though recognition has come more slowly,
it is now widely realised that it is very unsafe to
base conclusions on statistically inadequate data.
In clinical medicine recognition is coming more
slowly still ; so slowly that many avoidable errors,
and a sad waste of material, still hinder progress.
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