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The reward system needs overhauling 

IN this last week, and in this International Women's Year, 
the Royal Society marked the occasion by electing a 
woman as one of the thirty-two new fellows, and Fred 
Hoyle put the cat among the pigeons in Nobel wonder
land by saying that Jocelyn Bell (now Jocelyn Burnell) 
ought to have got the prize for the discovery of pulsars. 
One can always rely on the reward system in science to 
breed controversy. 

On the making of Fellows of the Royal Society there 
is, of course, no end of folk-lore, gossip and scandal. 
This has been true since at least the eighteenth century, 
when membership of the society was a fashionable thing 
for London gentlemen. As late as 1830 Charles Babbage 
could write "several times, whilst I have been consulting 
books or papers at Somerset House, persons have called 
to ask the Assistant-secretary the mode of becoming a 
member of the Royal Society. I should conjecture, from 
some of these applications, that it is not very unusual for 
gentlemen in the country to order their agents in London 
to take measures for putting them up at the Royal 
Society". Now the society is so purged of its non-scientific 
attachments that it can reasonably be accused of being 
too addicted to the rewarding of those who practise 
science and too little aware of those who teach, com
municate, document, administrate and philosophise about 
science. It is somewhat silly that a first-class administrator 
with major achievements in advancing the organisation 
of British science should have to be admitted this year 
on the basis of being distinguished for scientific work 
which he had to give up ten years ago. 

It would be invidious to name individuals whose 
distinction will never be rewarded under the present state 
of affairs (Nature keeps a list of fifteen or so). But it 
should be pointed out that the mechanism for recognising 
"conspicuous service to the cause of science" exists but is 
restricted to one extra fellow a year- at present only 
eleven fellows are in on that ticket, including two royals 
and five politicians. The mechanism also exists for 
"general candidates" to be admitted, although the com
mittee charged with presenting names does not seem to 
have outstanding success in leavening the fellowship. By 
all accounts the process of selecting fellows is a parochial 
affair in which no external advice is sought; this may 
assure main-line excellence, but it doesn't recognise the 
new dimensions of science which represent its internal 
and external interactions. 

In the past 30 years the representation of women in 

the society has actually declined. Of those present fellows, 
seven were elected between 1946 and 1955, eight between 
1956 and 1965 and eight in the past 10 years. In the 
same period the total number of new fellows elected has 
risen from 25 to 32 annually. The society can hardly be 
blamed for the shortcomings of a system in which it is 
still difficult for women in large numbers to pursue 
science with anything approaching the single-mindedness 
that intellectual distinction demands. On the other hand 
women, with every justification, are looking for some 
redressing of the balance. This has called in some 
countries for positive action by institutions, and it would 
be good to see the Royal Society give a lead in asking 
the question- how can we recognise the contribution that 
women make to science? More than 10% of the authors 
of papers in this journal are women and most of our 
authors are relatively young, yet by the time that they 
have reached an age at which they are recognised as 
distinguished, the proportion has dropped to about 3%. 

Finally, astronomy has now had the Nobel plague 
descend on it. The joy of astronomers that at long last a 
Nobel prize is within their grasp is likely to be shortlived 
when they discover how divisive the whole concept of 
vast cash awards and hob-nobbing with royalty is to the 
scientific community. Fred Hoyle's complaint, however 
justified or unjustified, is only an early shot in a battle 
which will set scientists against each other in years to 
come as more astronomers get rewarded, and others go 
unrewarded. 

The trouble with Nobel prizes is threefold. First, there 
are clearly not enough to go around, and hence there is 
bound to be inequity in their distribution. Second, they 
tend to be confined to a restricted number of subjects, 
giving a false impression of the relative importance of 
various fields. Third, they confer an unreasonable amount 
of credit on their recipients leading to Merton's well
documented Matthew effect ('to him that hath, it shall 
be given') and often to the less well-documented Boeing 
complex ('given the option between jetting around the 
world lecturing on things you don't know much about 
and staying at home working, go for the jet-trip any 
day'). 

In certain subjects and certain laboratories one gets 
the distinct impression that the pursuit of Nobel prizes 
is the ultimate aim, rarely spoken of but rarely very far 
below the surface. Ambition is a fine thing but these 
inequitable, divisive, flattering prizes generate obsession. 
Isn't it time they were abolished? D 
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