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Book structure and articles



19 historians of science from 4 continents







Histories of ICSU and Unions



Histories of  IUPAP



Foundation and interwar period





International Research Council (1919)

• Emile Picard, France (President)

• Arthur Schuster, UK (General Secretary)

• George Ellery Halle, USA (VP)

• Georges Lecointe, Belgium (VP)

• Vito Volterra, Italy (VP)



International Research Council (1919)

• The International Astronomical Union (IAU)

• The International Union of Geodesy and Geophysics (IUGG) 

• The International Union of Pure and Applied Chemistry (IUPAC)



A Union of Physical Sciences in 1919?



Creation of IUPAP, 1922-1923

• July 1922, at the GA of the IRC in 
Brussels, an “executive committee” 
with:

• William Bragg (President), Henri Abraham 
(General Secretary), M. Brillouin, O. M. 
Corbino, M. Knudsen, M. Leblanc, H. A. 
Lorentz, R. Millikan, H. Nagaoka, E. van 
Aubel.



President, William H. Bragg (1862-1942);

General Secretary, Henri Abraham (1869-1943)



Creation of IUPAP, 1922-1923

• July 1922, at the GA of the IRC in Brussels, 
an “executive committee” with:

• William Bragg (President), Henri Abraham 
(General Secretary), M. Brillouin, O. M. 
Corbino, M. Knudsen, M. Leblanc, H. A. 
Lorentz, R. Millikan, H. Nagaoka, E. van Aubel.

• 10 December 1923. First, “constitutive” 
General Assembly of IUPAP in Paris:

• Approval of statutes
• Countries (13 + 3): Belgium, Canada, 

Denmark, France, Holland, Japan, Norway, 
Poland, Spain, Switzerland, UK, USA, South 
Africa, [Italy, Sweden, Czechoslovakia] 



1923-1931…



Robert A. Millikan (1868-1953)

• Involved in international science from his
position as foreign secretary of the
(American) National Academy of Sciences

• Engaged with IUPAP since 1923

• Elected president of the IUPAP on July 10th

1931 (telegram of confirmation)

• 1931: Creation of the Commission on 
Bibliography and Publications with 
Cabrera, Cotton, and Langevin; and a 
Commission on Nomenclature, Units and 
Symbols, with Glazebrook (president), 
Fabry, Keesom and A.E. Kennelly.



Millikan to von Laue, 25 Nov 1931 

“…this union, of which Bragg has been the president, has been 
purposely quiescent until it could be made completely international in 
its membership; and finally, that when assurances came last summer, 
after conversations between Abraham (Paris) and Planck, Schrödinger 
and yourself, that the time had come when it could be made fully 
international, it set about the organization of some active committees”. 





London and Cambridge, October 1934



Niels Bohr, 1934



Henri Abraham (1868-1943)

Secretary general IUPAP, 1922-1943

Murdered in Auschwitz in 1943



Re-Foundation after World War II



The refoundation of IUPAP from 1947

Minutes 5th General Assembly, Paris, 1947

Einstein’s 1946 cover of 

Time magazine, July 1, 

1946



The refoundation of  IUPAP from 1947

Paul P. Ewald (1888-1985)

Secretary general IUPAP, 1946-1947

Ewald’s Three Principles to regulate the relations physics and politics

• The Union shall remain a strictly scientific institution, free from governmental 

influence in any form.

• The Union should be truly international. After the First World War, attempts 

were made to use the Union to exclude the Central European powers from the 

world scientific life… we must invite the former enemy countries to cooperate 

with us.

• The Union must ensure the dignity of  the scientist. The tendency, so 

widespread in recent times, to consider science as an essential element of  the 

war potential, and the scientist as a cog in the war machine, can only be 

overcome by continuous work in which the Unions will have to participate 

actively. 



Formal agreement ICSU-UNESCO, 1946

➢ Agreement ICSU-UNESCO signed in December 1946

➢ International unions depended more on ICSU’s funds



Establishment of specialized and affiliated commissions

“The General Assembly may nominate Committees for the conduct of its work in 
special branches of Physics”  (IUPAP statutes 1922)

➢ Grandes Commission (later affiliated commissions)

➢ Enlarged function from standardization to promoter of scientific fields



Role of international conferences



Robert Millikan (1868-1953)

President IUPAP, 1931-1934

The whole purpose of  UNESCO… is to build the foundations for 

lasting peace through stimulating ae much as possible 

acquaintance, friendliness, and understanding between the 

nations… It does not … seem to me legitimate to use UNESCO 

funds in order to make subventions for the conduct of  specific 

scientific researches… Since there will never be enough money 

available even to begin to go around, the safe way is not to begin 

the practice of  making subventions for specific researches at all… 

With such infinitesimal funds … we are bound to be charged at 

least with favoritism and unfairness in allowing grants to some and 

refusing them to others, and if  this happens it … destroys the 

usefulness of  a body which exists primarily for promoting 

international peace and good will.

Millikan to Fleury, 19 May 1948

UNESCO funds and the role of the IUPAP



IUPAP, Cold War, and science diplomacy



IUPAP in the Early Cold War context, 1947-1957

6th General Assembly, Amsterdam, 1948Pierre Fleury (1894-1976)

Secretary general IUPAP, 1947-1963



Geneva Summit, 1955

Conference on the Peaceful Uses of  

Atomic Energy, 1955



IUPAP and Cold War politics, 1957-1990

Edoardo Amaldi (1908-1989)

President IUPAP, 1957-1960



IUPAP, internationalism, and science diplomacy

Larkin Kerwin (1924-2004)

Associate Secretary general, 1963-72

Secretary general, 1972-1984

First Vice-President, 1984-87

President, 1987-90

“The Union's purpose is to foster international physics meetings, 

more rapid dissemination of  information and the establishment of  

international standards, units and nomenclature.

Its unofficial goal is to make a contribution

to general international understanding.” (1969)



Two-Germany and two-China issues

➢ China: member from 1934 to 1948



Two-Germany and two-China issues



… even two bodies belonging to the same country (in a political 

sense) may become members of  the IUPAP provided they 

represent physicists who are conducting their activities in two 

different geographical areas. 

The acceptance by the Executive Committee of  two bodies 

mentioned above as members of  the Union is based on the 

present situation and does not in any way reflect any judgement on 

the political situation.

For the same reasons the German Federal Republic and the 

German Democratic Republic are members of  IUPAP.

Amaldi to Chou Pei-Yuan, President of  the Physical Society of  the PRC , 

24 Febraury 1960

Two-Germany and two-China issues



From national to liaison members



From national to liaison members



The changing roles of IUPAP



Setting a new role 

Minutes 11th General Assembly, Warsaw, 1963

➢ Free circulation of scientists



Setting a new role 



Modification of the statutes in 1981 



Setting a new role 

➢ Freedom of scientists

➢ Physics education

➢Developing countries

Minutes 9th General Assembly, Rome, 1957



Thank you very much for the attention


