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It is now 110 years since the birth of Joseph Needham. Needham was one of the most
extraordinary intellectual figures of the 20th century. By the late 1930s he had already
established himself as one of Britain’s leading scientists, and was much respected for his
work in the field of embryology. He was also well-known as a politically committed and
socially active scientist, and had by then done a great deal of writing outside the strict
confines of his scientific field, even to the point of writing a quite substantial history of
embryology by way of introduction to his three volume book on Chemical Embryology.

In 1937 he encountered a group of young Chinese researchers visiting Cambridge, one of
whom, Lu Gwei-djen, was to be a major influence on his life. His interest in China
developed a very rapidly, and when the British government decided that it needed to send a
scientific representative to help the Chinese nation in its struggle against Japanese
aggression, Joseph Needham was the obvious choice. During the years 1943 — 1946 he
worked tirelessly to maintain liaison with Chinese scientists, providing them with essential
materials, equipment and scientific literature from the West, as well as enabling them to
have their work published in international journals. These three years work alone would have
qualified him for the status of “friend of the Chinese people”.

But as things turned out, it was only after his return to Cambridge that his real life’s
work began. What Needham had planned to write as a single volume work on the history of
science in China grew into a great series of scholarly books, which soon drew the attention of
western historians to an aspect of the history of science and technology of which most of
them had previously been profoundly ignorant. Twenty-four volumes of the Science and
Civilisation in China series have so far been published, and collaborators are due to produce 4
more volumes before the series is complete. This series has been rightly characterised as “the
greatest single act of historical synthesis and intercultural communication ever attempted by

one man”. It is a truly great contribution to enabling the world to understand China better.
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For many years, Mr Wang Guozhong has worked tirelessly to gather materials relating
to Joseph Needham, and to publish research relating to his achievements. All this has come
from his own initiative and energy, and he has had to gather the resources for this work
himself. Now he has produced this great dictionary, which is sure to become an
indispensable tool for scholars interested not only in the work of Joseph Needham, but also
in the history of science and technology in 20th-century China. I congratulate Mr Wang most

warmly on this admirable achievement, and wish his book every success.



