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Scientific Adventure and Social Progress 

T HE national lecture by Dr. T. R. Glover on 
the challenge of the Greek, broadcast on 

December 19, vividly recalls in its plea for the 
classical discipline one of the most suggestive 
passages in Prof. A. N. Whitehead's "Adventures 
of Ideas". In brief compass, Dr. Glover set forth 
the antithesis which Greek customs, ways of living 
and outlook on life present to those characteristic 
of this age, and suggested certain aspects of Greek 
life which are worthy of our consideration. 

The five aspects discussed by Dr. Glover are so 
interrelated that an attempt to differentiate 
between them in order of importance is largely 
beside the mark. Few to-day, for example, whether 
interested principally in science, in art, in industry, 
in politics, or in society as a whole, would deny the 
fundamental importance of creative thought as the 
mainspring of constructive action, or that such 
thought is one of our most urgent needs. This pre
eminent characteristic of the Greeks cannot, how
ever, be dissociated from their capacity to interpret 
life, to see life steadily and to see it whole, from 
their essential young-mindedness and adventurous
ness, their individuality and passion for self
expression, their freedom of enterprise. 

The tragedy of the present day lies largely in 
the senility of mind with which, over whole ranges 
of industrial, social and political problems, we are 
confronting opportunities which are stupendous 
compared with those possessed by the Greeks. 
There is scarcely a field of human enterprise and 
thought, from the unemployment situation, dis
armament and tariffs to transport or county 
planning, in which the powers and opportunities 
given into our hands by science are not being 
misused, abused or lost through lack of courage 
and magnanimity. Truly did the prophet exclaim : 
"where there is no vision the people perish". 

This inelasticity of mind has two consequences. 
It limits or even excludes the experiments which 
younger and more adventurous minds would make, 
and it severely discourages the multiplication of 
youthful and independent types of leaders. While 
it becomes more and more difficult for youth to 
gain experience of leadership and to demonstrate 
its capacity, the growing standardisation of life 
to which Dr. Glover directs attention threatens to 
stifle such aspirations at the source. Russia seems 
intent on producing citizens of a single type : 
Italy and Germany equally appear to discourage 
individuality and independence of mind ; a shrewd 
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observer suggests that in the United States the 
object of education is to turn the human mind 
into a card index ; and education in Great Britain 
is characterised by much the same standardisation 
and conformity to type. The danger of the break
down of civilisation through sheer inability to 
maintain the quality of administration and con
sequent social equilibrium foreshadowed by Brook 
Adams in his "Theory of Social Revolution" is 
apparent alike in the democratic State or under 
dictatorship. 

The contrast between this standardisation and 
mechanisation of life to-day and the glowing 
vitality of the Greeks which Dr. Glover depicted 
so vividly is worth consideration. The challenge 
thrown down is fundamentally one of thought. 
If the adventurous, speculative mind, dynamic and 
eager for novelty, which the Greeks possessed, is 
one of the most essential factors for recovery of 
control over our specialised activities, the thrusting 
energy of our sectional and selfish interests, and 
to afford free access to everything in our rich 
heritage of civilisation which we have the capacity 
to enjoy, the most 'un-Greek' thing we can do, as 
Whitehead points out, is to copy the Greeks. 

In the very suggestion of imitation or copying 
there is a hint as to our fundamental trouble. In 
an age of unprecedented change and technical 
advance, a tendency to take the Greek and Roman 
civilisation at its best as a standard, and to aim at 
reproducing the excellencies of these societies, is 
too static an ideal and neglects the whole range of 
opportunity. It is no longer sufficient to direct 
attention to the best that has been said and done 
in the ancient world. The result is static repression, 
and promotes a decadent habit of mind that can 
be traced in certain countries to-day. 

Undue reliance upon the past for guidance and 
as a standard is a danger to any age. In this 
present age the peril is even more acute. The 
increasing tempo of technical development makes 
reliance on the wisdom of the past increasingly 
unsound. We are living in a period of human 
history when, probably for the first time, the 
assumption is false that each generation will live 
substantially amid the conditions governing the 
lives of its fathers, and will transmit those con
ditions to mould with equal force the lives of its 
children. 

This fact alone would explain many of the 
difficulties in which we find ourselves, our per
sistent pursuit in economic and international 
affairs of mutually inconsistent policies. The 

shortened time-span of technological change in
creases the disturbance of social and economic life 
by the application of scientific discovery and in 
turn demands greater powers of adaptation and 
readiness to adopt new methods akin to these 
characteristic of the Greek. Our training must 
prepare the individual to face conditions for 
which the past is an imperfect guide. We require 
such an understanding of the present conditions 
as may give us some grasp of the novelty which 
is about to affect the immediate future. 

We are here confronted with that divorce 
between wisdom and knowledge which is an 
untoward characteristic of many departments of 
political, industrial and social life. Despite known 
gaps in our knowledge of the social sciences, we 
have already vast stores of knowledge which could 
be utilised for the re-building of a social order 
capable of meeting the new conditions and making 
available for all the great resources with which now 
for the first time science has endowed mankind. 
Between that age of abundance for all, and the 
deprivations and distresses of the present time, 
stand the ideas inherited from a more static age 
in which available resources were incredibly 
smaller, and the routine in which those ideas have 
crystallised themselves. Routine, which should be 
the servant of society, is in a fair way to become 
its master. 

It is fashionable at the present time to blame 
the machines for the mechanisation of life and the 
uniformity in working and in leisure hours imposed 
upon whole sections of the community. To do 
this is to make the fundamental mistake of re
garding the machine as the master and not the 
servant of society, and to forget that the most 
regrettable results of industrialisation are for the 
most part not the direct fault of technology but 
of economic developments. As regards the technical 
and scientific aspects, in fact, our technical and 
industrial development was historically unavoid
able. Mechanical power, as Mumford remarks in 
"Technics and Civilisation", is no new thing, but 
in earlier ages men had saner ideas of labour
saving devices, and the water mills of the first 
century B.c. were welcomed by Antipater of 
Thessalonica as a means of enjoying the fruits of 
Demeter without labour. The mechanisation of 
industrial and social life to-day is due essentially 
to our failure to understand the machine and to 
use it to serve and not to dominate the life of man. 
In our search for stability we have organised 
society to a point at which routine, upon which 



© 1935 Nature Publishing Group

FEBRUARY 16, 1935 NATURE 247 

civilisation is undoubtedly founded, becomes an 
obstacle to progress and adaptation to the new 
conditions. 

The absence of foresight in itself explains the 
lack of leadership. Men seek security in the dull 
conformity to type. Despite the many elements 
of scientific and sociological discipline required in 
the modern business mind, there is little of that 
power of general thought, undaunted by novelty, 
which is the gift of philosophy in its widest sense. 
The absence of such a co-ordinating philosophy 
of life permeating the community spells decadence, 
boredom and the slackening of effort. The mere 
compulsion of tradition has lost its force, or even 
may urge us into dangerous paths. As Whitehead 
reminds us, our fundamental task is to re-create 
and re-enact a vision of the world, including these 
elements of reverence and order without which 
society lapses into riot, and penetrated through 
and through with unflinching rationality. That is 
the challenge ofthe Greeks to our age, and whether 
we rise to the greatness of our opportunities, ex
ploiting its adventure and mastering the network 
of relations which constitutes the very being of 
this epoch, or whether we collapse before the 
perplexities confronting us, depends both on our 
courage and our intellectual grasp. 

This challenge is unescapable. Advance or 
decadence are the only choices offered to mankind. 
Perfection is essentially dynamic and not static. 
Whether we are at present in a period of slow 
decline, or whether we are in a period of transition 
to a new form of civilisation involving in its dis-

locations a minimum of human misery, it would 
be rash to prophesy. There are regions of human 
endeavour in which creative thought is still 
sufficiently active to inspire the hope that it may 
infect the more sterile regions of politics and 
sociology, where originality and constructive 
thought are so sorely needed. The trend of dis
cussions on the relation of science to social problems 
within the last two years justifies the belief that 
in this field thought has run ahead of realisation, 
and that only courage and vigour are required to 
secure the realisation of those dreams. 

The challenge presented to us so vividly alike 
by Dr. Glover and Prof. Whitehead is one to which 
the scientific worker above all should respond. He 
is becoming increasingly conscious that, as the 
exploration of the physical world proceeds apace, 
the reaction of the new knowledge upon the social 
order, of which he himself forms a part, is opening 
up new fields of endeavour in which his method 
and impartial questioning spirit can find ample 
satisfaction. He will remember that the great ages 
of the past have, on the whole, been the unstable 
ages : the great achievements, the adventures of 
the past. He will look back in a spirit of adventure, 
understanding the past, and look forward in the 
same adventurous spirit which unlocks the secret 
of the past, to the wide fields as yet largely un
trodden, within which science may yet render its 
greatest services to mankind and make the rich 
resources of Nature available for all in a new 
social order worthy alike of the prodigality of 
Nature and of man's own rich intellectual heritage. 

Reviews 

Isomerism and Tautomerism 

Tautomerism. By Dr. J. W. Baker. (Twentieth
Century Chemistry Series.) Pp. viii+332. 
(London : George Routledge and Sons, Ltd., 
1934.) 25s. net. 

T HE term 'tautomerism' was introduced by 
van Laar in 1885 in order to describe those 

cases in which the compounds represented by two 
different structural formulre are found to be "not 
isomeric but identical". A pioneer example of this 
phenomenon was discovered in benzene, since 
Kekule, so long ago as 1870, was content to regard 
the single and double bonds in his formula as 
merely an instantaneous picture of a moving 
system, in which the double and single bonds were 
incessantly changing places. In this way he was 
able to account for the fact that the 1 : 2 and 1 : 6 

di-derivatives of benzene are, as Laar expresses 
it, "not isomeric but identical". Kekule's migrat
ing bonds would now be described as a How of 
valency electrons, and the phenomenon would 
perhaps be described as electromerism, but his 
fundamental ideas are still valid. Indeed, at the 
present day, chemists would probably be unani
mous in saying that all the diverse formulre which 
have been assigned to benzene represent merely 
different aspects or phases of the same molecule, 
which they would not attempt to isolate. 

The examples cited by van Laar were, however, 
selected from a different range of compounds, 
namely, those in which a mobile hydrogen atom 
can occupy two alternative positions in the mole
cule. Their interconversion-which is now usually 
described as prototropy-instead of involving a 
mere shifting of bonds or wandering of valency 
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