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PROFESSIONAL INSTITUTIONS 

I N an important passage in its statement on "Scienti
fic Industrial Research", Nuffield College directs 

attention to .a problem arising out of the use of 
university laboratories or research workers for applied 
research. The suggestion is made that if there were 
a code. of conduct recognized as generally applicable 
to university scientific workers undertaking outside 
industrial work ·for private firms, it would be a 
comparatively easy matter to work out a special code 
to cover these problems so as to avoid alike restrictive 
conditions, on either side, slackening in the pursuit 
of science, or undue influence over university depart
ments by particular firms or industries. Obviously, 
as the memorandum indicates, the entire problem is 
one to be tackled jointly by the universities, pro
fessional associations and industrialists, and it is one 
in which the initiative might be expected to come 
from the professional associations of scientific workers 
themselves. 

This is a particular example of the kind of con
tribution which Prof. Carr. Saunders and P. A. Wilson 
visualized professional associations making to the 
development and welfare of society in their study 
some twelve years ago of the professions. It is of 
more interest since there have in the interval been 
so few signs that professional associations are aware 
of the immense opportunities before them in this 
connexion, or how great could be their contribution 
to the reconstruction of the crumbling or broken 
fabric of democratic life. Without their advice and 
co-operation, the right atmosphere and the appro
priate conditions for fruitful research may be difficult 
to attain ; and there are other fields in which the 
professional contributi.on may be equally invaluable. 
As Carr-Saunders and Wilson noted, it is not that 
professional men are innately reactionary or un
progressive, but that they lack vision. "They do not 
grasp the essential features of the social and economic 
structure and the place of the professions in it. 
Moreover in so far as they do interest themselves in 
matters outside the development of their own 
technique, they often fail lamentably to display the 
same standards of exactitude and judgment as they 
demand with vigour in their immediate spheres. The 
pity of it is that their opportunities are so great and 

they have so large a part to play, if only they 
would open their eyes and summon up courage to 
act in the large issues of contemporary life." 

Despite honourable exceptions, it cannot well be 
said that that criticism is any the less true than when 
it was written, nor has there been any notable pro
gress in the study of the urgent problem of proper 
relations between professional associations, as reposi
tories of specialized knowledge,· and the democratic 
State. We cannot reasonably claim that, despite the 
enhanced importance of planning, much obvious. 
thought has been given to the problem of the methods. 
which professional associations should . employ . to. 
present their ·views· and which the State should use 
to obtain their advice. The organization outlined 
early this year in the White Paper on Scientific 
Research and Development has grown almost 



©1944 Nature Publishing Group

718 NATURE DECEMBER 9, 1944, VoL. IS4 

haphazard, but i.t at least meets the essential criteria 
of Carr-Saunders and Wilson that there · should be 
many channels of communication between knowledge 
and power, that they should be kept wide open, that 
proposals and criticisms should be freely circulated 
a.tld that the mechanism should be flexible and 
capable of easy adaptation as circumstances 
demand. 

That organization, however, scarcely provides for 
adequate consultation or representation of pro
fessional associations, whose representationS are 
sOmetimes more effectively made through the Parlia
mentary and Scientific Committee. Its emphasis is 
rather on the individual expert than on his pro
fessionalassociation, and therein lies a great weakness. 
One function of the professions as such is to bring 
knowledge to the service of power but, as Carr
Sa'unders and Wilson point out, that function is, and 
can only be, effectively discharged when men and 
women, finding in vocational associations their· per
manent anchorage and shelter, set out from these 
sooure positions to shape organizations into instru
ments for the fulfilment of their social and economic 
plll'poses. Unless that is done, the organizations set 
up to enable men and women to perform their special 
service in the ordinary busin 1ia of life escape from 
control and become a menace both to professional 
efficiency and to social progress and well-being. 

That contribution is the more . important if we 
consider, as Prof. H. J. Laski argues in his "Reflec
tions on the Revolution of our Time", that the 
present fleeting opportunity of revolution by consent, 
and of experimenting with the conditions which make 
possible the resumption of expanding welfare, involves 
putting the idea of freedom in the context of equality, 
and discovering exactly how freedom and democracy 
interpenetrate one another. Post-war reconstruction 
and the fundamental adjustment of society to the 
changes in structure which the War has already 
brought about, offer a great and inescapable challenge 
to professional organization and thought. If pro
fessional men do not face the problem of reconciling 
freedom with power and responsibility, the prospects 
of winning the peace are indeed dark. To put pro
fessional advantage in face of public duty at the 
present time would be, in the end, fatal to their own 
interests. Collectively and individually, scientific 
workers can no longer live in their laboratories or 
professional associations as ivory towers : they are 
concerned with the social context of their work, and 
to see that social and political policy do not frustrate 
the qua.lity or extent of their contributions to social 
well-being. 

The chapter "Freedom in a Planned Democracy" 
in this same volume deserves close attention for its 
stimulating suggestions of the kind of contribution 
which trade unions and other professional associations 
might make in a new social order in which the concept 
and context of freedom are positive rather than 
negative. It is, in fact, this negative concept that has 
warped the activities of the trade associations and 
fostered restrictive practices, as it does in the pro
feSsional field. In a new prospective in which that 
fear of want and insecurity is removed, professional 

associations will find their protective functions far 
less important than the contribution they can 
make to the improvement of the standards of pro
fessional practice, in science, in law, in medicine and 
in technology. Trade unions in such a context might 
well be set free from present inhibitions and take a 
fuller interest in the organization of industries in the 
interest of the community generally, the fostering of 
technical development and the support of scientific 
research. 

These possibilities are at present scarcely glimpsed. 
The routines by which, as Prof. Laski rightly notes, 
men live have too often limited their professional 
horizon, and in an age of insecurity the threat to that 
routine has clouded their judgment. Again, arguing 
that the maintenance of democracy as a framework 
for the State is essential for the maintenance of free 
discussion and the spirit which scientific discovery 
requires, Prof. Laski maintains that a civilization at 
once so complex and so fragile as ours must postulate 
the need for scientific discovery as a primary condition 
of its survival. That effort, with all it means in 
scientific and industrial research, will demand, as we 
have so often urged in these columns, the widespread 
support and undel'Standing of all sections of the com
munity, and the importance of the contribution which 
the ttade unions might make, given once a new out
look, is not easily overstressed. 

The nature of the contribution of professional 
organizations to the social and economic structure 
has been further indicated by J. T. MacCurdy in a 
suggestive chapter in his little book "The Structure 
of Morale". One of the central problems of democracy 
is that of establishing a right balance between 
efficiency and liberty, and of.providing effective means 
for discussion at the lower as well as at the higher 
levels. That is the importance of the production 
committees which the War has called into being; 
they may have a. vital part to play in the fuller 
integration of industry with the community which its 
prime function is to serve. 

The development of group loyalties in this way is 
of importance for two reasons: First, it encourages 
the expression of the. ideals and experience of the 
individual, particularly of his creative powers, as 
Dubreuil has emphasized in his exposition of the idea 
of autonomous groups in industry. Secondly, it 
facilitates that contact between the 'lpper levels of 
the hierarchical organization required for large-scale 
planning and the accurate and detailed knowledge 
based on experience at the lower levels which is 
essential for flexibility and the modification of policy 
in the light of experience. Huge organizations, as 
MacCurdy notes, are necessarily inefficient owing to 
their rigidity and inadaptability ; to fabricate a 
social organization that is really adaptable, we have 
first to develop a liaison system comparable in its 
intricacy with the individual human brain. 

Some recognition of this is to be found in such 
reports as that of the Social and Industrial Com
mission of the Church Assembly on "The Church and 
the Planning of Britain"; but it is unfortunately true 
that professional organizations, like the trade unions 
themselves, which might be making an invaluable 
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contribution to the development of a liaison or 
intelligence system of the type required, are specially 
liable to this disease of ossification, rigidity and 
conservatism to which all large-scale organization 
seems to be a prey. A number of professional 
associations have, it is true, recognized their re
sponsibilities in regard to reconstruction, either 
genera.l.ly or in some -special field. It was a major 
purpose, for example, of the Institution of Pro
fessional Civil Servants in submitting its proposals 
for the reconstruction of the technical Civil Service 
(see p. 743 of this issue of Nature) that the pro
fessional and technical services should thereby be 
better equipped to give the more positive services to 
the community that will be required of them. The 
Association of Scientific Workers has issued two 
admirable statements on "Science and the Uni
versities" and· "A Post-War Policy for Science". 
The Institution of Electrical Engineers has established 
11 Post-War Planning Committee to study post-war 
developments in electrical engineering, with terms of 
reference which imply not merely important contribu
tions to public policy but also consideration of 
desirable changes in the structure and machinery of 
the Institution. 

Special contributions in the particular fields where 
they are qualified have been made by such bodies as 
the Association of Architects, Surveyors and Tech
nical Assistants and, through its Reconstruction 
Committee and" Architectural Science Group, the 
Royal Institute of British Architects. In this con
nexion the Modern Architectural Research Group 
and the Engineers' Study Group on Economics 
should also be mentioned. None the less, the essential 
danger remains. It can be seen in the general outlook 
of considerable bodies of scientific workers, and it has 
to be taken into account in considering any such 
proposals as those of the Royal Statistical Society for 
a supplementary charter enabling it to institute a 
professional diploma. for statisticians with the view 
of raising their status. The rational approach is seen 
in Dr. Frans Verdoorn's address in the symposium 
on "Biologists and Rehabilitation" arranged by the 
Botanical Society of America and the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science at 
Cleveland on September 13 (see Nature, 154, 595, 
1944). Such an impartial and fundamental approach 
to questions of scientific co-operation, whether 
national or international, and especially in such 
matters as publications, is all too rare. 

What is required is, in fact, exactly such a recon
sideration of the position and functions of professional 
bodies in relation to society aga inst the background 
we have indicated, and with particular references to 
the inherent weaknesses of all such associations. 
This outlook is hard to find in the only recent survey 
of professional associations in the scientific 
brief memorandum "The A. Sc. W. and Other· Bodies", 
issued by the Association of Scientific Workers. 
Here once again the approach is subjective and 
functional ; but the memorandum clearly indicates 
the need for rationalization, which some of the large 
bodies of scientific workers, such as the chemists, 
have refused to face. The memorandum may well 

serve as a starting point for further discussion of the 
whole subject. In particular, it may help to clarify 
souie of the confusion in the public mind between -the 
scientific or learned societies and the professional 
associations of scientific workers. 

Broadly speaking, the professional associations 
with which .scientific workers are concerned fall into 
three types according to their funct ion. There are, 
first, the learned societies, concerned principally with 
the encouragement, discussion and publication of 
scientific research in particular fields. Headed by 
the Royal Society, they cover almost every subject, 
and it will be noted they are the oldest societies of 
scientific workers in existence. 

The formation of these learned societies was 
followed at varying . intervals by the establishment 
of organizations or institutes concerned with the 
maintenance of professional standards, first of quali
fications and then of conduct or ethics. Some of them, 
like · the Institution of Electrical Engineers, the 
Institution of Mechanical Engineers, the Institution 
of Civil Engineers, the Royal Institute of Chemistry 
and the Institute of Physics are chartered bodies and 
cover wide fields of pure or applied science. Other 
more recently established bodies such as the Textile 
Institute, the Institution of the Rubber Industry and 
Institution of the Plastics Industry are concerned 
with much more limited fields, and in ·activities, such 
as publications, overlap with the functions of the 
scientific societies. 

The third and most recent type of professional 
association is what may be termed the defence 
organization concerned with the protection of the 
economic interests of qualified professional men, of 
which type the Association of Scientific Workers and 
the British Association of Chemists are the best 
known. Here again there is some overlapping, · for 
so far as public analysts are concerned the Royal 
Institute of Chemistry has proved an effective defence 
organization and indeed was largely formed originally 
to promote the interests of the public analyst. More
over, associations formed primarily for defence pur
poses have taken no narrow view of their functions 
and have often been as concerned to maintain stand
ards of professional qualification as to protect the 
economic or professional interests of their members. 

Apart from the confusion of functions, one of the 
weaknesses of the professional organization of scientific 
workers has been imperfect representation. Even 
some comparatively numerous bodies such as the 
Royal Institute of Chemistry with 9,000 members are 
not fully representative : there are, for example, 
some 20,000 names on the Chemical Section of the 
Central Register. Others, even when fully representa
tive of the profession or technique, are numerically 
too weak, and efforts to redress numerical weakness 
by merging with other bodies or by lowering the 
standard of qualification are obviously detrimental 
alike to public and professional interest. For the 
chartered institutes to fulfil their primary functions 
it is imperative that they maintain uniform recognized 
levels of qualification, on the basis of which the pro
fession can become a well-defined and coherent whole. 
These levels of qualifications must be recognized and 
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observed by the corresponding defence associations 
also : whatever measures are required to safeguard 
the interests .of laboratory assistants, they emphati
cally should not include admission to the associations 
of fully qualified practitioners, however important it 
is that such associations should be closely concerned 
with the welfare and training of potential candidates. 
The Association of Scientific Workers shows a com
plete misconception on this point where its memor
andum suggests that a grade of membership of the 
Royal Institute of Chemistry is required to cover 
the partly qualified assistant chemist or laboratory 
assistant. 

Some rationalization of professional associations 
and societies is clearly desirable, particularly in regard 
to their practice in publication ; but each of these 
three functions has its own contribution to make in 
bridging the gap between knowledge and power and 
furthering that intelligence system so essential in an 
effective democratic society. Moreover, the develop
ment of more effective organization for corporate 
representations, such as the Joint Council of Pro
fessional Scientists set up in 1942, may in time encour
age such rationalization and the more effective use of 
available resources in publications and other matters. 
Again, the experience of some of the smaller societies 
such as the Oil and Colour Chemists' Association and 
the Society of Dyers and Colourists, particularly with 
their technical advisory panels, in assisting Govern
ment Departments in solving war problems, is of 
importance as indicating services which might be less 
easily rendered in a laxger organization. 

Rationalization of the associations of scientific and 
other professional workers can only be looked for 
when the point of view expressed so admirably by 
Carr-Saunders and Wilson permeates their councils 
and governing bodies and the members generally. 
When that time arrives, we may hope for a thorough 
and impartial scientific examination of the whole 
problem, and the outline of a plan unwarped by 
deference to the embedded prejudices or traditions to 
be found vested among scientific organizations as 
elsewhere. The report of the British Commonwealth 
Science Committee contained some concrete 
proposals on these matters to which there has 
been as yet little evidence of any general response. 
Meanwhile, the consciousne<s that effective post-war 
planning can only proceed as the appropriate means 
are found for science to make its contribution at the 
right stage may give a fresh impetus to the considera
tion of the organization of our scientific effort and the 
development of improved liaison between the Govern
ment and professional associations. Again, the acute 
difficulties in which scientific publications in Britain 
are now placed, partly as a result of the paper position, 
may induce fresh efforts to deal with the publication 
of scientific research and its exposition to industry 
and the general public on a more rational basis, and 
also with the vexed and difficult question of the 
abstracting of scientific and technical literature. Dr. 
Verdoon's suggestions on this point in regard to 
biological literature have a wider application and 
deserve note by scientific workers generally. The 
experience of the Joint Council of PrOfessional 

Scientists may assist the development of new means 
of collaboration, but something more than organiza
tion will still be required. Without some wider vision 
and more urgent sense of professional responsibilities 
and of the possibilities and opportunities of public 
service, we cannot expect scientific workers and other 
professional men to take the first and most difficult 
step involved in scrutinizing anew their professional 
organizations in the light of the needs of the day and 
the fundamental principles and purposes they have 
to serve. Adequate organization is essential, but 
even more important is a high sense of public duty 
and the willingness to co-operate for constructive 
purposes. It is only when the threefold functions of 
professional associations are pursued co-operatively 
and in balance, and not to the nurturing of one at the 
expense of others, that professional men will play the 
essential part that is theirs in extendizig the empire 
of reason over the minds and habits of men, and 
replacing arbitrary discretion in any man or group of 
men by settled and agreed principles within the 
ambit of which their conduct must be controlled. On 
these two things, both fundamentally denied by 
Nazism and Fascism, civilization de:r:ends. 

GEOLOGY WITHOUT TEARS 
Principles of Physical Geology 
By Prof. Arthur Holmes. Pp. xii+532+95 plates. 
(London and Edinburgh: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 
Ltd., 1944.) 30s. net. 

A GEOLOGICAL author who introduces the word 
'Principles' into the title of his work is wittingly 

inviting a comparison with Charles Lyell's master
piece, "The Principles of Geology", which, more than 
a century ago, laid the foundations of the modern 
science. Whereas Lyell's was a work of genius, the 
present book is not ; but this is no matter for the 
slightest regret. It may be debated whether geo
logical science at this present time needs a genius 
or could make much of one were he to appear, but 
there can be no question at all that it needs an 
expositor-and here is one with a rare combination 
of lucidity and sprightliness. Geologists have wailed 
of late about the neglect of their science and of them
selves in many fields both warlike and peaceful, and 
have traced this neglect to the ignorance of geology 
among all classes of the community in Great Britain 
and especially among those classes which should 
know better. Their laments have certainly been 
justified, but they have proposed ' few . workable 
remedies. It seems that the cure has lain all the time 
in the hands of the geologists themselves ; they can
not expect many people nowadays to struggle for 
knowledge, and they must accordingly make their 
wares attractive and take them to the customers. 
Here is a very attractive article indeed. 

To begin with, the story of the development of the 
surface of the earth should interest everyone outside 
a penitentiary cell or a similarly secluded luxury fiat, 
for the simple reason that we walk about on that sur
face, grow our food in it, get the raw materials of in
dustry from under it and, in these days of so-called 
progress, dig a nice safe shelter deep below it. Apart 
from this, the story itself is exciting, with revolutions 
every so often, with the ceaseless interplay of varied 
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