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T H E  ELECTRON: ITS INTELLECTUAL AND 

SOCIAL SIGNIFICANCE1 


By Dr. KARL T.COMPTON 
PRESIDENT O P  THE MASSACHUSETTS INSTITUTE O P  TECHNOLOGY 

WITHIN the past five years, centenaries, bicentenaries 
and tercentenaries have been much in vogue. Every 
town o r  institution o r  event which has claim to dis- 
tinction has sought the excuse of the calendar to re-
mind the world of its claims to greatness. Thus we 
have recently celebrated the centenary of Faraday's 
discovery of the principles of electromagnetism and 
the bicentenary of Watt's invention of the steam engine 
-discoveries which have introduced the eras of elec-
tricity and of mechanical power. The city of Chicago 
has reminded us that the progress of mankind really 
began with the founding of that community, and has 
led us  to spend millions of dollars to gain the impres- 
sion that there is really some causal relationship be- 
tween Chicago and world progress. I n  my part  of the 

1 Address of the retiring president of the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science, Atlantic 
City, evening of December 28, 1936. 

countiSy, the city of Boston and its suburbs staged a 
succession of tercentenary celebrations, as  proud of 
their past as Chicago is of its present. Greatest of all 
was last summer's tercentenary celebration of Harvard 
University, signalizing the firm basis of intellectual 
freedom and leadership which is the prime requisite 
for  a free people in a.democracy. 

Encouraged by the success of the Chicago Century 
of Progress and the Harvard Tercentenary, I venture 
to feature my address as  signalizing an anniversary of 
the discovery of the electron. To be sure, i t  is only 
one generation old, and a generation is a sufficiently 
vague unit of time for  my purposes. Yet, in spite of 
its youth, it  bids fair  to rival Chicago in its contribu- 
tions to economic progress, and Harvard University in 
its contributions to the understanding of this world in 
which we live. So I venture to assert that no institu- 



New McGraweHill Books 

Henney-Radio Tubes in Industry. New second edition 

By KEITII I-IENNEY, 528 pages, $5.00 Editor, Electronics. 

A thorough presentation of the practical aspects of electronics-what the electron tube is doing 
toward making processes simpler, cheaper, safer, or in making possible new methods of control of 
manufacture. The revision contains much new material covering new types of tubes and their 
applications. 
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liltended for the plant scientist with only moderate training in chemistry and physics, this book 
attempts to outline and explain the methods used in plant physiological research. The laboratory 
section is unusually complete. 

Dorr-Cyanidation and Concentration of Gold and Silver Ores 
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Becords current cyanide practice throughout the world, covering treatment of all classes of ore, 
simple or complex. The book also includes test procedure, description of apparatus employed, 
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ical and Bacterial Analysis of Water and Sewage. 
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Send for copies on approval 
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with ORGANIC REAGENTS 

STANDARDmethods for ivater analysis rely to a large 
extent upon the specific reactions of organic reagents. Among 
the recommended tests are the following: 

0-TOLIDINE BENZIDINE 
for Chlorine for Sulfate 

SODIUM DIETHYL DITHIOCARBAMATE 
for Copper 

The high degree of purity required for such analytical work 
is assured hy the use of Eastman Organic Chemicals. Further 
information, as well as abstracts of the accepted procedures as 
given in Standard Methods of TVnter Ar~al?ysis, 8th edition, will 
be forwarded promptly upon request. Eastman Kodak Com- 
pany, Chemical Sales Division, Rochester, N. Y. 
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distribution, there are xxii + 1554 pages and over 1500 illustrations, one illustra- 

tion of a species of each genus. 
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