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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: SCIENCE AND ITS PUBLICS 

H. G. Wells expressed many opinions about the influence popular culture had on the 

publics’ knowledge of science and technology. Of his many critiques, he was especially critical 

of dystopian visions of the future of work and capitalism. Two works in particular received his 

scathing review. In 1927, he condemned Fritz Lang’s film Metropolis, claiming that its 

depictions of workers and rationalization were dangerous to audiences because it presented 

antiquated and wrong notions of science.1 Five years later, in 1932, he railed against Aldous 

Huxley’s Brave New World for painting a grim version of a science-filled future, writing: “A 

writer of the standing of Aldous Huxley has no right to betray the future as he did in that book.”2  

Though Huxley’s novel included a far more detailed use of science, both works did in 

fact present an unflattering look at how rationalization manifested itself under the tyranny of 

capitalism. In Metropolis, all workers had become slaves to the machine. In Brave New World, 

science and technology had produced social order and economic stability at the cost of individual 

free will and humanity. State-controlled hatcheries dictated the lives of citizens through a 

combination of genetic manipulation and social conditioning that segregated all citizens into one 

of five castes. The lowest three castes performed all menial labor. The top two castes were given 

only the illusion of free will and creativity while still being socially conditioned to accept 

oppression at the hands of the State. The only God in the new world was Henry Ford, and the 

                                                
1 H. G. Wells, “H.G. Wells Reviews a Current Film,” review of Metropolis, New York Times Magazine, April 17, 
1927. 

2 Caitrin Nicol, "Brave New World at 75," The New Atlantis, no. 16 (2007): 41-54; Derek Patmore, Private History 
(London: Jonathan Cape, 1966), 154. 
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citizens praised the efficiency, productivity, and consumerism that came with the assembly-line 

lifestyle. 

Wells was far more optimistic in his imaginings of the possibilities science had for work. 

He worried about the power these and other dystopian visions of labor would have on people’s 

imaginations of science, and he felt that promoting a more positive vision was critical to 

Britain’s future. 3 As a science popularizer, Wells kept abreast of the latest research on the 

science of work. One of the journals he received was that of the National Institute of Industrial 

Psychology (NIIP), an organization that worked to promote a more comprehensive examination 

of the human problems of industry through the use of an emerging scientific discipline. Much 

like Wells, the staff at the NIIP believed that social progress was possible through the judicious 

application of science. For them, the key was to show its many publics the benefit of viewing 

workers as humans with individual psychological and physiological needs, rather than as 

machines to be controlled through stopwatches and aggressive tactics. Their science sought to 

refute American forms of scientific management including Taylorism and the Gilbreth’s One 

Best Way.4 

This dissertation examines the roles that various publics have played in the creation and 

transmission of scientific knowledge of the human body at work. It takes as its case study the 

NIIP’s work to develop a new branch of psychology during a time of deep political and societal 

ambivalence. The core of my argument centers on the nature of publics that the Institute pursued 

in order to establish its scientific credibility and, ultimately, influence. I explore two questions in 

                                                
3 Wells’ own rebuttal to Metropolis came in the form of his 1936 film, Things to Come. 

4 For more on the competing sciences of work during the Interwar period, see Anson Rabinbach, The Human Motor: 
Energy, Fatigue, and the Origins of Modernity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992). 
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particular. First, how have groups controlled who was allowed to convey and contribute to 

scientific knowledge regarding human psychology and physiology in industry? Second, how 

have organizations defined and cultivated receptive publics to promote their ideas? I argue that 

the NIIP’s science was affected by several vectors of influence including popular culture, labor 

disputes, funding for science, disability rights movements, and the beginnings of the British 

welfare state.  

The idea of science and its publics has gained increasing momentum in the last several 

decades.5 This research builds on scholarship that has shown the centrality of communication to 

the practices that we now call science.6 “The term publics has become a convention within the 

science studies and communications literatures in order to underscore the multitude of actors that 

constitute the public. The shift to the plural serves to remind scholars to resist the urge to flatten 

the public into a monolithic group of science-insiders versus outsiders. A recent issue of the 

History of the Human Sciences journal was devoted to the specific topic of psychology and its 

publics. In it, the issue’s editors, Michael Pettit and Jacy L. Young, argue that most historians 

have tended “to assume a pliant audience, eager to adopt psychological categories, [while] 

psychologists themselves often complain about the public misunderstanding of them. Ironically, 

                                                
5 See, for example, Reiner Grundmann and Jean-Pierre Cavaillé, "Simplicity in Science and Its Publics," Science as 
Culture 9, no. 3 (2000); Edna Einsiedel, "Editorial: Of Publics and Science," Public Understanding of Science 16, 
no. 1 (2007): 5-6; Sarah Elizabeth Igo, The Averaged American: Surveys, Citizens, and Making of Mass Public 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008); Alice R. Bell, Sarah R. Davies, and Felicity Mellor, Science and 
Its Publics (Newcastle, UK: Cambridge Scholars Pub., 2008); Jean-Baptiste Gouyon, "1985, Scientists Can't Do 
Science Alone, They Need Publics," Public Understanding of Science 25, no. 6 (2016); Ann Gregory and Steve 
Miller, Science in Public: Communication, Culture, and Credibility (London: Plenum Press, 1998). 

6 Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer, Leviathan and the Air-Pump : Hobbes, Boyle, and the Experimental Life 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1985); Gouyon, “1985, Scientists Can't Do Science Alone"; Timothy 
Lenoir, Inscribing Science: Scientific Texts and the Materiality of Communication (Standford, California: Standford 
University Press, 1998). 
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both accounts share a flattened understanding of the public.”7 Drawing on research on the public 

understanding of science (PUS), the public engagement with science (PES), and communication 

studies, the issue examines several case studies of how publics and audiences have actively 

engaged in the knowledge-making process, often contesting the knowledge claims put forth by 

psychologists.  

Underlying the articles is a fervent plea to move away from imagining science 

communication as a linear deficit model in which knowledge transfers from a science expert to 

an uninformed public. Within the scholarship of PUS and PES, scholars have been developing 

models that provide more texture and substance to the process of communicating, and indeed 

creating, scientific knowledge through various channels of communication in concert with 

numerous active agents with their own interests and agendas. Instead of seeing passive audiences 

for science knowledge, these models – which emphasize lay-knowledge, context, public 

engagement, and public participation – unveil the constant formation, meaning-making, and 

evaluation of knowledge as individuals and publics encounter and engage with it.8 In my 

research, I have found Bruce Lewenstein’s web model of science particularly useful in imagining 

the complex interactions among parties involved in the production of scientific knowledge.9 My 

                                                
7 Michael Pettit and Jacy L. Young, "Psychology and Its Publics," History of the Human Sciences 30, no. 4 (2017): 
3. 

8 Massimiano Bucchi and Federico Neresini, "Science and Public Participation," in The Handbook of Science and 
Technology Studies, ed. Edward J. Hackett, et al. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2007), 449-472; Carina Cortassa, "In 
Science Communication, Why Does the Idea of a Public Deficit Always Return? The Eternal Recurrence of the 
Public Deficit," Public Understanding of Science 25, no. 4 (2016); Massimiano Bucchi, "Of Deficits, Deviations and 
Dialogues: Theories of Public Communication of Science," in Handbook of Public Communication of Science and 
Technology, ed. Massimiano Bucchi and Brian Trench (New Tork: Routledge, 2008), 57-76; Dominique Brossard 
and Bruce V. Lewenstein, "A Critical Appraisal of Models of Public Understanding of Science: Using Practice to 
Inform Theory," in Communicating Science: New Agendas in Communication, ed. LeeAnn Kahlor and Patricia A. 
Stout (New York: Routledge, 2010); Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer, Leviathan and the Air-Pump. 

9 Bruce V. Lewenstein, "From Fax to Facts: Communication in the Cold Fusion Saga," Social Studies of Scuence 25 
(1995). 
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work adds to his model an element of power and direction, or what I call vectors of influence. 

These vectors allow us to consider why publics were important and how various stakeholders not 

only influenced how science was communicated but indirectly or directly shaped the questions 

researchers asked and the conclusions they drew. By decentering science, we can understand the 

competing issues at play in the making of bodily knowledge.  

To do this, I rely on related scholarship in public policy and literature to investigate how 

other sources of information have influenced the publics’ receptiveness to expertise on particular 

issues. The NIIP’s research was intimately tied to contemporary conversations about public 

policy development, especially labor regulations and welfare initiatives. Publics played an 

indelible role in the development of contemporary science policy, including in highly technical 

areas.10 Policy scholars have explored relationships between policymakers, experts, and publics 

in nuanced ways because of the high stakes involved in the creation and implementation of 

science policy.11  

Research into public policy deepens our understanding of science and its publics. Classic 

studies on policy analysis and design divide publics into three categories: primary, secondary, 

and tertiary. Each of the groups require different communication strategies based on their 

knowledge of the issue, their feelings toward the issue (engaged vs. apathetic), and their ability 

to interact with the organization or issue. The ultimate goal in identifying different publics is to 

                                                
10 Michael M. Burgess, "From 'Trust Us' to Participatory Governance: Deliberative Publics and Science Policy," 
Public Understanding of Science 23, no. 1 (2014): 48-52; Archon Fung and Erik Olin Wright, Deepening 
Democracy: Institutional Innovations in Empowered Participatory Governance (London: Verso, 2011); A. Irwin, 
"Constructing the Scientific Citizen: Science and Democracy in the Biosciences," Public Understanding of Science 
10 (2001): 1-18; Sheila Jasanoff, "Science and Citizenship: A New Synergy," Science and Public Policy 31, no. 2 
(2004): 90-94. 

11 Peter J. May, "Reconsidering Policy Design: Policies and Publics," Journal of Public Policy 11, no. 2 (1991): 
187-206. 
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determine how organizations can promote positive relationships and interactions.12 While most 

of this research derives from contemporary studies into marketing and public relations, the 

categories allow for a more nuanced examination of the real and prospective clients, customers, 

and consumers of the NIIP’s research and services. The primary public, also called the key 

public, is the organization’s target audience. These individuals are aware of the issues and have 

the greatest capacity to participate in the organization’s agendas. The secondary public contain 

both the aware and apathetic publics, those individuals who know about the issues but either 

have not acted or do not care. The tertiary public, sometimes called marginal publics, may know 

of the issues but do not recognize them as problems or are unable to be involved in the solution. 

The ultimate goal of diversifying a public into publics is to prioritize and categorize each group 

according to their desirability, influence, and motivation. The public most eagerly pursued is one 

that has the most influence to shape policy decision-making or is most likely to benefit from the 

policy. In the case of the NIIP, because industrial psychology was a new scientific discipline and 

needed external publics for sponsorship and funding, an analysis of publics allows for a 

discussion of how different groups of stakeholders affected the development and spread of 

scientific knowledge of the body at work through financial and other forms of support.  

In addition to categorizing publics, Peter J. May has placed policy questions based on 

scientific expertise along a continuum, with policies with publics on one side and policies 

without publics on the other, as a way to examine how policy designs are deficient in a given 

political context.13 These two different political environments affect policy design and 

                                                
12 Fraser P. Seitel, The Practice of Public Relations (New York: Macmillan Pub. Co., 1992), 12-14. 

13 Peter May, "Reconsidering Policy Design: Policies and Publics," Journal of Public Policy 11, no. 2 (1991): 187-
206. 
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implementation, including how organizations define problems and mobilize publics. 

Mobilization requires defined publics, i.e., established constituencies with whom the 

organization can work without inciting conflict.   

In the case of the NIIP, issue expertise and public mobilization allow us to examine the 

dynamics among groups’ power bases. For example, as I will show in chapter five, the National 

Institute for the Blind (N.I.B.) had pre-existing relationships with blind laborers, activists, and 

the government. While the NIIP’s research sought to provide an objective examination of the 

physio-psychological traits of blind workers, it faced stiff resistance when it presented claims 

that were contrary to the N.I.B.’s goals, which was to secure additional employment 

opportunities for its constituents and seek pensions for disabled persons. As the source of the 

NIIP’s funding and the primary publisher of research for people with low vision and blindness, 

the N.I.B. had ultimate control over the results of the investigations and how they were 

communicated. In essence, the N.I.B. held more issue expertise on issues of blind welfare and a 

better defined public, thus giving them a greater ability to affect policymaking.14 

As an organization committed to the development of an emerging scientific discipline, 

the NIIP encountered a number of skeptical audiences and sought to better define a constituency 

for its brand of science. Its acronym, as the reader will remember, stood for the National Institute 

of Industrial Psychology (NIIP), and it advocated for the “human factors” that affected 

productivity using the new discipline of industrial psychology. In this pursuit, the NIIP attempted 

to create a public for their science among a loose coalition of interests groups that identified with 

a wide variety of other policy campaigns. Industrialists, labor unions, parents, teachers, and other 

                                                
14 See Peter J. May, Chris Koski, and Nicholas Stramp, "Issue Expertise in Policymaking," Journal of Public Policy 
36, no. 2 (2016): 195-218. 
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politically active groups of interwar Britain sometimes agreed with the principles advocated by 

the NIIP, but were not always willing to invest their financial or political capital in the NIIP’s 

cause. A policy scholar might understand this situation as policy without a public. In these 

scenarios, the benefits of action were costly, remote, or poorly understood by the target public. 

As a result, publics were “difficult to create and sustain.”15 The problems were often too large 

and nebulous for individuals to feel compelled to get involved.  

The NIIP provides rich material with which to understand the variety of people who 

constituted publics for scientific knowledge at a particularly interesting and fraught moment in 

the growing prestige of science in society and social policy. Unlike similar efforts in the United 

States and Germany to promote applied psychology, the NIIP was unaffiliated with a research 

university. It held no endowment, no secure funding, and no official government sanction. It 

relied on grant funding from foundations, corporate sponsorships, donations from advocacy 

groups and trade unions, voluntary memberships, and fees for services rendered. Even more 

intriguing, the Institute has often been written about as if it were an utter failure for most of its 

existence, constantly on the brink of financial insolvency. It comes as a surprise, then, that its 

dues-paying membership included writers like H. G. Wells, business owners like H. Gordon 

Selfridge, and distinguished scientific and political elites. Its annual dinners were attended by 

Winston Churchill and the Prince of Wales (the future Edward VIII). Members of parliament 

debated its initiatives to reform education in the House of Commons, and jokes were poked at it 

in Punch magazine. While the Institute may be remembered as a failure in terms of financial 

well-being, it certainly had the attention of many important and influential people. 

                                                
15 Peter J. May, "Reconsidering Policy Design: Policies and Publics," Journal of Public Policy 11, no. 2 (1991): 195. 
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The context of interwar Great Britain is of particular interest for this study because of the 

specific role science and technology played not only in the history of the nation, but also for its 

status in the world. Prior to the Great War, the Second Industrial Revolution disrupted the 

industrial lead Britain had on other countries. Between 1880 and 1928, Britain’s industrial 

supremacy was surpassed for the first time by the United States and rivaled by Germany. By 

1928, Germany’s per capita levels of industrialization exceeded Britain’s for the first time.16 

Science and industrial production became a measure of success for the modern state in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and therefore critical to national prestige. A nation’s 

defensive capabilities and its image on the world stage depended on technology. British 

imperialist, Conservative politician, and journalist Leo Amery stated that “The successful powers 

will be those who have the greatest industrial base. Those people who have the industrial power 

and the power of invention and science will be able to defeat all others.”17 Shortly after the 

outbreak of the war in 1914, the journal Nature wrote that “this war, in contradiction to all 

previous wars, is a war in which pure and applied science plays a conspicuous part.”18  

The Anglo-German rivalry stimulated further industrial growth and a transnational 

dialogue about technology and culture. At the same time and for the same reasons, technical 

language began to infiltrate every arena from politics, to health, to national identity and even 

university structure. An increasing number of non-technical intellectuals entered into the 

                                                
16 Between 1913 and 1928, Germany’s per capita levels of industrialization increased by 50% whereas Great Britain 
only achieved a 6% increase; this increase marked the first time German per capita levels of industrialization 
surpassed Britain. Paul M. Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers : Economic Change and Military 
Conflict from 1500 to 2000 (New York, NY: Random House, 1987), 200. 

17 Amery comment, on H. J. Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History," Geographical Journal 23, no. 6 
(April 1904): 441, quoted in Kennedy, Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, 196. 

18 "Science and the State," Nature 94, no 2348 (29 October, 1914): 221-222. 
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discussion of technology and culture, often integrating it into nationalist language. Jeffrey Herf 

has shown that in Germany the debate about technology, die Streit um die Technik, intensified in 

intellectual discourse during the Weimar period: “hundreds of books, lectures, and essays 

emerged from both the technical universities and nontechnical intellectuals from all points along 

the political spectrum dealing with the relation between Germany’s soul and modern 

technology.”19 A similar debate was taken up in Britain over the role industry should take in 

society, especially in terms of national image. Even universities made a move toward 

intensifying science programs in the wake of the Great War.20 However, more so in Britain than 

in Germany, the classically educated governing elite looked down on science and its practical 

applications for industry and the military.21  

Outside of the elite culture of politicians and intellectuals, the debates about technology 

appeared in leisure activities designed for the middle classes. As Peter J. Bowler argues in 

Science for All, popular science literature brought ordinary people into scientific knowledge.22 

Movies, magazines, public lectures, and literature used scientific themes to explore the 

                                                
19 Jeffrey Herf, Reactionary Modernism: Technology, Culture, and Politics in Weimar and the Third Reich 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 18-19. 

20 Willis Rudy, Total War and Twentieth-Century Higher Learning: Universities of the Western World in the First 
and Second World Wars (London: Associated University Presses, 1991); Zuoyue Wang, "The First World War, 
Academic Science, and the ‘Two Cultures’: Educational Reforms at the University of Cambridge," Minerva 33, no. 
2 (1995): 107-127. 

21 See Peter J. Bowler, Science for All : The Popularization of Science in Early Twentieth-Century Britain (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 2009); Peter Alter, The Reluctant Patron: Science and the State in Britain, 1850-
1920 (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1987); W. H. G. Armytage, The Rise of the Technocrats; a Social History 
(London: Routledge and K. Paul, 1965); Christopher Lawrence and Anna-K. Mayer, Regenerating England : 
Science, Medicine and Culture in Inter-War Britain. Vol. 60 of Clio Medica. Wellcome Institute Series in the 
History of Medicine (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi, 2000); Frank M. Turner, "Public Science in Britain, 1880-
1919," Isis 71 (1980); Martin J. Weiner, English Culture and the Decline of the Industrial Spirit 1850-1980 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982). 

22 Bowler, Science for All, 56. 
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possibilities of science, especially mechanization.23 Building on the popular interest in science 

that began in the Victorian era, new forms of media and new sites of exchange allowed 

audiences new ways to see and experience the world around them. Museums, mechanical 

institutes, exhibitions, and galleries combined with new commercial products in ways that 

amplified interest in science outside of elite venues.24  

The interwar period was a moment of reassessment for Great Britain. Science and 

technology seemed to present an opportunity for progress. Within the realm of labor, 

mechanization offered a tantalizing promise for a rationalized and ordered world. Critics sneered 

that such promises would only manifest for certain sectors of society, and they worried about a 

continued sacrifice of human qualities – and lives – to the never-ending machinery of industry. 

Appearing frequently in this contentious social and political arena was the image of man as 

machine. While some championed it as a metaphor of progress based on scientific 

rationalization, others lamented that mechanizing mankind only served to exacerbate social and 

economic problems because it extinguished art, creativity, and individuality – all that made life 

meaningful. Opponents of mechanized systems of work argued that reducing the worker to a 

series of time-calculated movements took a grave intellectual, emotional, and physical toll on 

both the worker and the nation. At the core of debates regarding human mechanization rested the 

question of what it meant to be human.  

                                                
23 Aileen Fyfe, "Journals and Periodicals," in A Companion to the History of Science, ed. Bernard Lightman 
(Oxford: John Wiley & Sons, 2016), 387-399; Diarmid A. Finnegan, "Lectures," in A Companion to the History of 
Science, ed. Bernard Lightman (Oxford: John Wiley & Sons, 2016), 414-427; Martin Hewitt, "Beyond Scientific 
Spectacle," in Popular Exhibitions, Science and Showmanship, 1840-1910, ed. Joe Kember, John Plunkett, and Jill 
A. Sullivan (London: Pickering & Chatto, 2012); Bernard Lightman, Victorian Popularizers of Science: Designing 
Nature for New Audiences (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010). 

24 Aileen Fyfe and Bernard V. Lightman, Science in the Marketplace: Nineteenth-Century Sites and Experiences 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007). 
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Chapter two examines the early development of the word “Robot” in Britain. Coined in 

1921 by Czech author and playwright, Karel Čapek, “Robot” became a powerful metaphor to 

discuss hopes and fears regarding the sciences of work. By examining the broader cultural 

background of the robot metaphor, I argue that we can bring to the surface the scientific ideas 

that Čapek’s British audience would think about during the early interwar years. Through the 

lens on Great Britain that Čapek’s reception provides, we can understand why people were 

concerned about scientific rationalization and how they imagined its impact on humanity. This 

chapter serves to paint in the background of interwar Britain and argues that popular culture can 

illuminate prevailing discussions about mechanization that influenced the types of questions 

scientists and their publics asked and the policy solutions proposed. 

Chapter three narrows in on the life and work of Dr. Charles Myers, the co-founder of the 

NIIP. It examines how he came to the decision to leave his secure academic position at 

Cambridge to develop the Institute in 1919 and the roles that publics played in the financing and 

development of its expertise. It concludes with an incident that forced Myers and his colleagues 

to re-assess the mission of the Institute as a result of accusations of corporate espionage, 

revealing that Myers’s long-held worries about the dangers of mixing commerce with science 

had substance. This chapter gives a broad overview of the Institute’s publics while the remaining 

two chapters focus on specific areas of research.  

Chapter four interrogates the use of the medical analogy to expand juvenile vocational 

guidance. It looks at the publicity efforts put forth by Dr. Angus Macrae to promote the use of 

the Institute’s vocational guidance services to children of all means. I contextualize the efforts 

within the British eugenics movement to show how the analogy paralleled other discussions 

within the public health scheme. Furthering the look into contemporary social welfare 
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movements, chapter five examines a case study of a multi-year investigation with the National 

Institute for the Blind and the Association of Workshops for the Blind. Conducted between 1928 

and 1932, the partnership tested the NIIP’s commitment to the human factors of industry as 

various stakeholders disagreed about the best ways to expand employment opportunities for 

workers with blindness and low vision.  

The NIIP’s success and struggles during the Interwar period reveal the highly contested 

interplay among its various publics. Ultimately, the NIIP’s work was consequential. It shaped 

debates over workplace efficiency and human mechanization in Great Britain through its 

application of psychology and physiology to industrial problems. Its focus on “the human 

factors” of work served as a rallying cry against human mechanization that reverberated 

throughout several major British companies, the English education system, and British politics 

more generally. At the same time, the NIIP’s study of the human side of industry forced its 

researchers to address their own human conditions of politics, social constraints, and financial 

insecurities.  

As Britain was pulled into the Second World War, most of the Institute’s leadership and 

staff left to join the warfront. The Institute oriented its limited remaining staff to provide services 

for the military and businesses engaged in wartime production. Shortly after the war’s end, its 

cofounder Charles Myers, the man who held enormous sway over the organization’s direction, 

died after a short illness. The Institute would re-emerge from the war a different organization, 

under new leadership and at a new physical address. While it still looked to promote the human 

sides of industry, its new leadership and the post-war social conditions reoriented the Institute’s 

goals, especially as it sought to counter a new competitor: commercial marketers and advertisers 

who offered many of the same services.  
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The question of science and its publics has important resonances in our current society, 

especially when government funding for science becomes more tenuous and researchers, 

institutions, and advocacy groups look for new ways to gain support and sponsorship. 

Partnerships with commerce and industry continue to give the impression of a science sullied by 

conflicts of interest and back-alley dealings. The elite research university setting holds a 

privileged place in the knowledge-making process, and governments of all types pour public 

funds into their universities in search of international prestige.25 Science conducted in the 

university is not the same as science conducted elsewhere. The visible negotiations between non-

academic science and its publics affect the image and credibility of the knowledge produced.  

    

                                                
25 Philip G. Altbach, "Advancing the National and Global Knowledge Economy: The Role of Research Universities 
in Developing Countries," Studies in Higher Education 38, no. 3 (2013): 316-330; "The Globalization of College 
and University Rankings," Change: The Magazine of Higher Learning 44, no. 1 (2012): 26-31; Ellen Hazelkorn, 
Rankings and the Reshaping of Higher Education : The Battle for World-Class Excellence (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2015). 
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CHAPTER 2 

MECHANIZATION, ROBOTS, AND THE COMEDY OF SCIENCE 

 “Science, it is true, is the child of reason; but it has to enter into the popular mind by the 
gateway of emotion: unless it has what the movie public calls a heart appeal, it might as 
well not exist.”  
– John Langdon-Davies, The New Age of Faith (1925)1 
 

Fictional robots can tell us a surprising amount about industrial science in interwar 

Britain. When the first robot came to London stages in 1923, it left audiences entranced. Through 

Karel Čapek’s play, R.U.R. (Rossum’s Universal Robots), audiences imagined a world in which 

humans were replaced – and eventually killed – by their creations. Over the next several years, 

the image of the robot worker would come to encapsulate many of the hopes and fears Britons 

had for science and technology. Eventually, too, the robot became a rallying cry against the 

increased mechanization of workers caused by American forms of scientific rationalization.  

This chapter examines the interplay between cultural entertainment sources that evoked 

the robot and the contemporary debates about mechanization in society, politics, and science. I 

use cultural entertainment like Čapek’s R.U.R. to reveal the anxieties about mechanization. I 

argue that R.U.R. had important connections to knowledge of the body at work, especially in 

terms of how various British publics came to perceive of the new science of industrial 

psychology. By drawing attention to fictional works that brought the robot to life, I underscore 

the processes involved in the making of scientific knowledge of the body, specifically how 

knowledge was constructed from multiple avenues of experience, not just in the laboratory or 

field. Rather than limiting my discussion of the sciences of work to scientific journals or overt 

                                                
1 John Langdon-Davies, The New Age of Faith (Garden City, N. Y.: Garden City Pub. Co., 1925), 21. 



 16 

political discussions, I draw outward to show how theatrical pieces contributed to knowledge and 

sentiment of mechanization that were later reflected in scientific journals and research findings.  

This chapter serves to paint in the background of interwar Britain so that we may better 

understand the conditions surroundings the origin and first two decades of the National Institute 

of Industrial Psychology (NIIP). The interwar period in Great Britain was a time and place 

marked by a deep ambivalence toward science and technology. The Great War left a scar on the 

Empire and its people; nearly one million British subjects were killed in the First World War, 

and another 2.2 million were wounded, missing, or held prisoner. In addition to the death and 

destruction of the war, the widespread casualties of the flu pandemic and worldwide economic 

collapse during the Great Depression led to an overwhelming feeling of morbidity and a 

“civilization in crisis” mentality that pervaded the British cultural arena.2 However, not all was 

without hope, especially with regards to the promises of science. The interwar years saw 

expressions of hope and the potential for progress through the application of science; advocates 

of science presented imaginings of science’s possibility of building better and more productive 

futures. This mélange of beliefs about the promises and perils of science played out in multiple 

arenas in British society. 

Within the realm of labor, science seemed to many as a potential salve to the grievances 

that led to the persistent threat of strikes and civil unrest. Several competing approaches to the 

study of work wrestled for preeminence, including scientific management, Taylorism, time-

motion studies, and the emerging field of industrial psychology. As this chapter will show, in 

Britain, the robot came to represent what many British laborers did not want to become under 

American forms of scientific management. British psychologists, physicians, and other scientists 

                                                
2 R. J. Overy, The Twilight Years: The Paradox of Britain between the Wars (New York, N.Y.: Viking, 2009). 



 17 

presented industrial psychology as a more humane approach to the issues of labor. The NIIP 

concerned itself with what its founders referred to as “the human factor,” which included the care 

of humans in occupational settings. Instead of asking how to increase efficiency and productivity 

first, the NIIP’s researchers imagined themselves as being first and foremost concerned with the 

workers’ mental, emotional, and physical well-being. They believed that through humane 

approaches to psycho-physiological aspects of labor, productivity would follow.  

The increased mechanization within society was reflected in art and culture in the form of 

robots: both machines as humans and humans as machines. Depictions of humanoid robots in the 

workplace drew attention to the effects machines and rationalization measures had on the human 

worker. Filmmakers, artists, and public intellectuals played an important role in articulating areas 

where science could act as a rational and stabilizing force. Critics of rationalization condemned 

the system for prioritizing efficiency at the expense of the workers’ souls. Soulless automata, 

such as Karel Čapek’s Robots and the Maschinenmensch (“machine-man”) in Fritz Lang’s 1927 

film Metropolis, featured as warnings against blind adherence to a technocratic future. Dystopian 

fiction gave audiences a vivid warning of the effects over-adoption of machinery could have on 

human psychology and society as a whole. However, these fictional pieces mixed fear with ideas 

of hope. Especially within Čapek’s R.U.R., workplace technology could also encourage social 

progress and improve conditions for the worker.  

 

“Then Call Them Robots”: Karel Čapek’s Comedy of Science 

The word “Robot” first came into existence in a mumble between brothers. In the 

summer of 1920, brothers Karel and Josef Čapek had been vacationing at their parents’ house in 
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the spa town Trenčianske Teplice in the former Czechoslovakia.3 Josef, a painter, had set to work 

on a new canvas and was standing on his stepladder, paintbrush in between his teeth when the 

inspiration for a new play – what would become R.U.R. – struck Karel. “Josef,” Karel recalled 

himself saying during a 1933 interview with the Czech newspaper Lidových Novinách, “I think I 

have an idea for a play.” Josef absorbed in his painting, indifferently listened to Karel describe 

the plot: mass-produced artificial humans are invented and begin to replace the need for human 

workers and soldiers. At first this was an amicable relationship, but as the beings gained 

consciousness, they saw their work as enslavement. They rebelled and destroyed all of 

humankind. When Karel finished describing the plot, Josef remarked, “So write it down,” 

without taking the brush from his mouth or halting his work on the canvas. Karel was taken 

aback by his brother’s indifference, but continued on, adding “But, I don’t know what to call 

these artificial workers. I could call them laboří, but that seems to me a bit pedantic.” Josef 

mumbled, “Then call them Robotí [Robots],” while he continued to work with the paintbrush in 

his mouth.4  

                                                
3 Jana Horáková, Jana and Jozef Kelemen, "Robots as in-Betweeners," in Computational Intelligence in 
Engineering, ed. Imre J. Rudas, János Fodor, and Janusz Kacprzyk (Berlin: Springer, 2010): 32. Karel spent much 
of 1920 in Trenčianske Teplice in the hot sulphur spring spa where his father worked as a spa physician. Karel 
sought refuge for ankylosing spondylitis, a chronic inflammatory arthritis that affected his spine. K. Trnavsky and L. 
Sabova, "Karel Capek : Czech Writer, Sufferer from Ankylosing Spondylitis," Clinical Rheumatology 11, no. 3 
(1992): 338-339. 
4 “To slovo totiž nevymyslel autor hry RUR, nýbrž toliko je uvedl v život. Bylo to tak: v jedné nestřežené chvíli 
napadla řečeného autora látka na tu hru. I běžel s tím zatepla na svého bratra Josefa, malíře, který zrovna stál u štafle 
a maloval po plátně, až to šustělo. ‘Ty, Josef,’ začal autor, ‘já bych měl myšlenku na hru.’ ‘Jakou,’ bručel malíř 
(opravdu bručel, neboť držel přitom v ústech štětec). Autor mu to řekl tak stručně, jak to šlo. ‘Tak to napiš,’ děl 
malíř, aniž vyndal štětec z úst a přestal natírat plátno. Bylo to až urážlivě lhostejné. ‘Ale já nevím,’ řekl autor, ‘jak 
mám ty umělé dělníky nazvat. Řekl bych jim laboři, ale připadá mně to nějak papírové.’ ‘Tak jim řekni Roboti,’ 
mumlal malíř se štětcem v ústech a maloval dál. A bylo to. Tim způsobem se tedy zrodilo slovo robot; budiž tímto 
přiřčeno svému skutečnému původci. Karel Čapek V Lidových Novinách 24.12.1933” Karel Čapek, R.U.R. 
[Rossum's Universal Robots]; [Kolektivní Drama O Vstupní Komedii a Třech Dějstvích] (Praha: Československý 
spisovatel, 1966), 105. Quoted passage translated and summarized by the present author.  



 19 

Karel followed his brother’s advice, as he had done for many of his literary works, and 

called his beings “Robots.” The play, entitled R.U.R. (Rossum’s Universal Robots),5 opened at 

the Prague National Theater on January 25, 1921. Within months, it had become an international 

sensation. By the time of its London premier in 1923, the drama had been translated into thirty 

languages. By 1926, it had appeared throughout Europe and America, including in Berlin, 

Warsaw, Belgrade, New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles. The play thrust Karel and his Robots 

into the international spotlight, and he was hailed as the outstanding Czech writer of his 

generation. Never before had a Czech writer achieved such international acclaim.  

The word “Robot” became one of only a few Czech words that has made its way into the 

English language, and its appeal derived from the international success of R.U.R.6 Josef’s choice 

of “Robot” was bound in the etymology of the Czech word robota. In modern Czech, robota 

translates to “strenuous work” or “heavy labor” and often referred to serf labor. The Czech 

robotnik translates to “worker” and is derived from the Proto-Slavic orbota, meaning “hard 

work,” and orbь, meaning “slave.” Additionally, as Jandová Jarmila shows, the word orphan, 

meaning fatherless, also derives from the root orbь.7 While Karel told the tale of the word’s 

origin with amusement toward his brother, Josef’s choice of “Robot” gave Karel’s factory-

produced biological beings substantial linguistic depth of meaning. They were designed as an 

                                                
5 The Czech language play was given the English subtitle of “Rossum’s Universal Robots.” Although the play was 
written in Czech, its subtitle was in English. Karel was proficient in multiple languages, including Czech, French, 
English, and German. His studied at university included philosophy and aesthetics as well as French, German, and 
English philology. 

6 Pistol, polka, and pilsner have their origins in the Czech language; though Pilsner also comes from Pilsen, the 
German town in Bohemia where the beverage was originally brewed. The Czech name for the town was Plzen, and 
is derived from Old Czech plz meaning "damp, moist." For more on Pistol and Robot see Karel Čapek, Toward the 
Radical Center : A Karel Čapek Reader, ed. Peter Kussi (Highland Park, NJ: Catbird Press, 1990), 32.  

7 Jandová Jarmila, "El robot huérfano,” Forma Y Función 23, no. 2 (2010): 191-196.  
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army of workers without rights, souls, or families. Their designers gave them no abilities to form 

connections with other beings. This lack of family connection as well as their inability to 

appreciate cultural and artistic works served to mark the beings as more machine than human. 

The word robota, given its etymology, helped to further illustrate the plot of the play and 

illustrate that workers were more than simply machines to be dominated and oppressed. Karel’s 

initial suggestion of “laborí” had less of a connection to the servant/serf and orphan motifs than 

robotí.  

In order to understand British debates over labor mechanization in the early twentieth 

century, one must understand Robots. R.U.R. received a sensational reception in Great Britain. 

The play delighted audiences who quickly connected the work to their own debates about worker 

welfare and the conditions of their industrialized society. Čapek’s greatest strength as a writer 

was his ability to draw upon a variety of influences, a trait that highlighted his international 

education and his acute awareness of the interplay between science, technology, and society 

during his era. Further, his work was embedded with philosophical ideas on the nature of the 

rapidly changing political order. Many prolific writers of the day – including George Bernard 

Shaw, G. K. Chesterton, and H. G. Wells – took a keen interest in Čapek’s work and invited him 

to explore England during the British Empire Exhibition of 1924. To understand why R.U.R. 

appealed to so many Britons, we must examine its components, most specifically, Čapek’s 

creation of the “Robot.” Further, in examining this instance, we will also see how Čapek’s Robot 

came to mean something much more than he originally intended, an ironic twist given his 

statements on what he would come to call his “comedy of science.”  

Čapek’s Robots were emblematic of the concerns many Europeans had regarding the role 

of science and technology in everyday life, and the robot became a metaphor for many ideas 
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related to the science of work during the interwar period. Scholars Gillian Beer and Charlotte 

Sleigh have written extensively on how the connotations attached to metaphors – or what Sleigh 

calls “sticky edges” – are critical properties that must be examined.8 They argue that these sticky 

edges allow us to see how others picked up a metaphor and changed it, allowing the initial 

metaphor to escape from the context in which it was created and to forge new links between the 

world and other ideas. Thus, metaphors were carried from one place to another as new audiences 

interpreted it in their own cultural contexts. By examining the broader cultural background of the 

robot metaphor, I argue that we can bring to the surface the scientific ideas that Capek’s 

audience would have thought about in interwar Britain. These existing sets of ideas, in turn, help 

us to understand why people were concerned about a particular scientific theme and how they 

were inclined to interpret its significance.9  

 

R.U.R. (Rossum’s Universal Robots) 

Karel finished writing R.U.R. (Rossum’s Universal Robots) in the summer of 1920, and it 

premiered at the Prague National Theater less than a year later. The play tells the story of the 

invention of artificial human beings and their eventual rebellion against their human masters. 

Most of the play’s action occurs either in the past or off-stage with the characters detailing those 

                                                
8 Charlotte Sleigh, "The Curious Incident of Science in the Novel," in Science and Its Publics, ed. Alice R. Bell, 
Sarah R. Davies, and Felicity Mellor (Newcastle, UK: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2008); Gillian Beer, Open 
Fields: Science in Cultural Encounter (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996). 

9 This chapter is not in the vein of reception studies, which, at their worst, tended toward an ahistorical argument 
about audiences’ responses to media. Instead, the work presented here contributes to our understanding of historical 
instances in the public understanding of science, and sets the stage for the chapters that follow, which detail the 
genesis of industrial psychology in Great Britain. By painting in the background of interwar Britain, we can better 
understand the conditions surrounding the origins of the National Institute of Industrial Psychology. For more on 
this, see Sonia Livingstone, Jessica Allen & Robert Reiner, “Audiences for crime media 1946–91: A historical 
approach to reception studies” The Communication Review 4, no. 2 (2001). 
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events in conversation with one another. R.U.R.’s main plot concerned the effect of the Robots’ 

acquisition of souls. The souls cause them to desire more from life than constant work drudgery. 

Within a prologue and three acts, Čapek presents the evolution of the Robots as they attain souls 

and revolt against their idle masters who had been living off the profits of the Robot’s hard work.  

The prologue begins on the island of the Rossum’s Universal Robots factory in an 

unspecified time in the future. Domin, the central director, details the history of the Robots and 

the Rossum family to Helena Glory, the founder of the League of Humanity and daughter of the 

President. According to Domin, the scientist Old Rossum came to the island in 1920 in order to 

study marine biology. By 1932, Old Rossum had discovered a chemical that acted like 

protoplasm but was structurally easier to mold and produce.10 The possibilities excited Old 

Rossum, and he immediately set himself to the task of “reproducing nature” by creating a 

vertebrate. After failing to produce a dog (the dog, Domin details, turned out to be “something 

like a mutant calf that died in a couple of days”),11 Old Rossum set to work on creating a human 

being, complete with all organs. His was a goal of art and science; it took him ten years to create 

a being that only lived for three days. Domin describes Old Rossum with much distaste, 

explaining to Helena that he was a “raving lunatic… [who] wanted to make people.”12 Old 

Rossum was determined to supplant God and demonstrate how advanced scientific knowledge 

                                                
10 This may be a reference to the Bathybius haeckelii discovered by Thomas Henry Huxley in 1868. The sediment 
sample, dredged from the seafloor was initially believed to be living matter and confirmation of Ernst Haeckel’s 
missing link in the evolutionary record. See the public interest generated by the discovery in Philip F. Rehbock, 
"Huxley, Haeckel, and the Oceanographers: The Case of Bathybius Haeckelii," Isis 66, no. 4 (1975): 504-533.  

11 Karel Čapek, R.U.R. (Rossum's Universal Robots), trans. Claudia Novack (London; New York: Penguin Books, 
2004), 7. 

12 Čapek, R.U.R., 7. Emphasis in original. 
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had become. According to Domin, Old Rossum was unsuited to the new mechanical age: “The 

fact is that the old man was fine for the university, but he had no idea of production.”13 

Old Rossum’s son, Young Rossum, was appalled by Old Rossum’s work, which the 

younger saw as dawdling.  He resented his father’s dawdling; however, he immediately 

recognized the industrial possibilities of the artificial human. He stole his father’s idea, and, 

being the engineering type, set out to simplify it, “experimenting with what would lend itself to 

omission or simplification,” namely sexual and vestigial organs.14 The end product was Robots: 

soulless servants, lacking in creativity yet endowed with powerful and large memories, and, most 

importantly, capable of being mass-produced. Like the artificial human, the Robots were 

biological beings. Variations existed amongst the Robots and some designs lent themselves to 

certain types of work, but the figures remained largely humanoid. Young Rossum founded the 

Rossum’s Universal Robots corporation to produce millions of inexpensive Robot workers who 

would soon replace human workers worldwide. As a result of using Robots, production costs of 

other goods fell substantially and humans were no longer needed as laborers or workers.  

After Domin finishes his history of the Robots to Helena, she explains that her 

organization, the League of Humanity, intends to work for Robot rights. Domin is bemused, this 

not being the first time someone had come to the island with a similar goal. He allows Helena to 

meet the Robots, and she finds herself unable to tell the difference between them and actual 

human beings, with one exception. When she asks if the Robots believe they should be able to 

earn money for their work to buy things they like, she discovers that unlike humans Robots have 

no material desires. They do not like anything and therefore have no need for money. The 

                                                
13 Čapek, R.U.R., 8. 

14 Karel Čapek, R.U.R., 8. 
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prologue ends with Helena realizing that the mission of the League of Humanity does not align 

with the “needs” of the Robots, and Helena decides to leave the organization. The act closes with 

Domin proposing to her and forcing her into marriage.  

The first act takes place ten years later and opens on a scene where the characters discuss 

how the world has been changed by the Robot-created economy while preparing to celebrate 

Helena and Domin’s anniversary. Human birth rates have fallen and it appears that humans have 

lost the ability to reproduce. Additionally, civil unrest and wars have become widespread. 

Human workers rose up against Robots. The Robots were given guns to defend themselves and 

they slaughtered countless people. Governments began using Robots as soldiers, which caused 

the number of wars to increase exponentially. Domin adds tersely that the Rossum management 

predicted the uprising and that “this is the transition to a new system.”15 The chief of 

construction, Alquist, explains that the revolts and the Robots that now appear just off the shore 

of Rossum island are “just the same old progress.”16 Later, Helena talks to the Rossum scientist, 

Dr. Gall, about his experiments to give the Robots additional capacities through the use of a 

secret formula. These capacities are ill-defined but are also seen as the progress that leads to the 

Robots’ uprisings. The first act ends with the signal for the Robots to attack the island. 

The second act opens with the characters acknowledging that the very existence of the 

Robots is dangerous. Out of fear during the impending siege of the Rossum island, Helena burns 

the formula used to create the Robots. As the Robots invade the Rossum Corporation, each 

human character defends his role in creating the Robots before being murdered. The Robots stop 

before killing Alquist, sensing that he is different from the others because he “works with his 

                                                
15 Čapek, R.U.R., 30. 

16 Čapek, R.U.R., 33. 



 25 

hands like a Robot.”17 The Robots enslave him as their worker and declare themselves “masters 

of everything.” They exclaim, “The age of mankind is over. A new world has begun!”18  

The third act features Alquist’s search for the continuation of humanity. With no humans 

left other than an aged Alquist, and the Robot formula destroyed, the future of both humanity and 

its ill-begotten “offspring,” the Robots, is bleak. The Robots have ordered Alquist to recover the 

destroyed Robot formula while they look to see if they can find any remaining humans. Alquist 

laments that he cannot recreate the formula. Two of Dr. Gall’s experimental Robots enter 

Alquist’s workshop and he realizes that they hold a certain quality that is less Robot and more 

human, an ability to love and care for one another, that was often referred to as a “soul” 

throughout the play. Alquist sends the two Robots, Primus and (Robot) Helena out into the world 

with the blessing “Go, Adam. Go, Eve – be a wife to Primus. Be a husband to Helena, Primus.”19 

Alquist ends the play with a soliloquy praising the glory of rebirth through love. 

 

R.U.R. in London 

R.U.R. premiered in London on April 24, 1923 at St. Martin’s Theatre.20 On June 21, St. 

Martin’s Theatre held a debate that featured author G. K. Chesterton, playwright George Bernard 

Shaw, and Liberal MP Commander Joseph Kenworthy. The packed-house listened to the three 

argue about the meaning of R.U.R. Chesterton and Shaw were well-known by this point for their 

intense debates with one another. They fiercely opposed each other on nearly every matter, but 

                                                
17 Čapek, R.U.R., 70. 

18 Čapek, R.U.R., 70. 

19 Čapek, R.U.R., 84. 

20 It was produced by Nigel Playfair and Basil Dean. George W. Harris designed the scenery.  
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were committed friends – each determined to find spaces for dialogue on pressing political 

questions.  

Chesterton, just shy of his 49th birthday, was a cheerfully robust man who had recently 

converted to Catholicism. He was well-known for his devotion to social and economic justice 

throughout the world. In the year previous, he had weighed in on debates over eugenics, 

condemning it as part of a “modern craze for scientific officialism and strict social 

organization.”21 Shaw, Chesterton’s elder by nearly 20 years, was very much Chesterton’s 

opposite: a committed Socialist to Chesterton’s distributist beliefs. While Shaw believed in the 

equal division of wealth across society, Chesterton distrusted Socialism as a thin veil for 

totalitarianism. He believed that the concentration of wealth and power under any government 

system, be it capitalism or socialism, would lead to injustice.22 Chesterton would, in 1926, argue 

for a retreat back to the field and workshop, away from the industrialism that had caused rampant 

unemployment, over-production and starvation.23 That same year of 1926, Shaw would pen the 

forceful treatise on socialism for the Encyclopedia Britannica in which he argued against both 

capitalism and trade unionism. He called trade unionism “a phase of capitalism” in which labor 

was a commodity to be sold at the market, in a way that was “formerly applied only to land, 

capital and merchandise.”24 Trade unionism, he continued, was a “civil war between labour and 

                                                
21 G. K. Chesterton, Eugenics and Other Evils: An Argument against the Scientifically Organized Society (1922), 
“To The Reader.” 

22 See Michael Holroyd, Bernard Shaw : The One-Volume Definitive Edition (New York: W.W. Norton, 2006). 
Daniel H. Strait. “‘Fighting Friends’: The Chesterton-Shaw Debates.” SHAW The Annual of Bernard Shaw 
Studies 23, no. 1 (2003): 47-57.  

23 G. K. Chesterton, An Outline of Sanity (London: Methuen & Co, 1926).  

24 George Bernard Shaw, Encyclopædia Britannica, 13th ed. (1926), s.v. “Socialism: Principles and Outlook.”  
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capital in which the decisive battles are lock-outs and strikes, with intervals of minor adjustment 

by industrial diplomacy.”25 

Figure 2.1. An artist’s impressions of the 1923 R.U.R. premier at St. Martin’s Theatre. Reprinted 
from Karel Čapek, R.U.R.: Kolektivní Drama O Vstupní Komedii a Třech Dějstvích.  Praha: 

Československý spisovatel, 1966. 

 

                                                
25 George Bernard Shaw, Encyclopædia Britannica, 13th ed. (1926), s.v. “Socialism: Principles and Outlook.” 
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At the time of the debate at St. Martin’s Theatre, Shaw’s visionary epic play, Back to 

Methuselah, had just finished its first run in New York, and would appear on the London stage 

later in 1923. Kenworthy, the youngest of the three speakers by more than a decade, was a vocal 

supporter of H. H. Asquith in Parliament and later one of the early M.P.s of the Labour party, the 

party that received much disdain from Bernard Shaw for its lack of commitment to true Socialist 

values. Kenworthy would publish his book, “Will Civilisation Crash?” in 1927, which featured 

an introduction by H. G. Wells. In it, he expressed his fears that the world was headed into a 

second world war, particularly between the great industrial and naval powers of Great Britain 

and the United States.26 

Though there is no transcript of the debate, The Spectator summarized the major talking 

points into three categories: the dangers of capitalism, the need for internationalism as a 

prevention of “the madness of war,” and the effect of organized society on the human capacity 

for happiness. Of the most concern was the effect an “over-mechanized life” would have on 

society. All the themes would appear in later works penned by the three men.  

At the core of the debate was their interest in the Robots. Each speaker had a slightly 

different understanding of what Robot meant and how it related to national and international 

concerns. Chesterton’s comments focused on the play’s symbolic references to capitalism and 

industry. He spoke of the “’headlong and casual’ rise of capitalism” ushered in by “reckless, 

romantic figures” like British industrial capitalists Richard Cobden and John Bright, who 

championed Corn Law Reform and the Free Trade initiative in Parliament during the 1850s and 

1860s. According to Chesterton, capitalism’s hallmark was a lack of forethought – a trait that 

made conditions ripe for technology to overtake humanity. Like in R.U.R. where the goal of 

                                                
26 Joseph Montague Kenworthy Strabolgi, Will Civilisation Crash? (London: Ernest Benn, 1927).  
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Rossum’s Robots was to make labor cheaper, Chesterton argued, so too did modern industry 

reduce the human element in order to reduce labor costs.  

Shaw argued that the only solution to such technological madness was for people to rise 

up and remove the “super-Robot.” The difficulty in rising up was that most people were already 

Robots. They allowed others to make opinions for them and decide their happiness. At one point 

in the debate, Shaw told the audience that even they were Robots “because they “have all had 

[their] opinions – if not [their] happiness – imposed upon [them].” He argued that the only 

solution was to “Robotize the world a little more instead of a little less, to make it, in fact, so 

highly organized that everybody would have to do a modicum of disagreeable and necessary 

work, and then there would be more leisure for people to find happiness in their own way, which 

was the only way.”  

Kenworthy went in another direction than Shaw and Chesterton, focusing instead on the 

wars between nations caused by technology. He argued that the play spoke to the “madness of 

war and the need of internationalism.” The Robots in the play had become too cohesive as a 

group, and saw others, especially non-Robots as a threat. The pitting of one race against another 

featured prominently in his 1927 work, “Will Civilisation Crash?” 

Čapek was thrilled to hear of the debate, but disappointed that the speakers missed what 

he considered the largest point of the play.27 His response was published in the 23 July 1923 

edition of The Saturday Review. In particular, Čapek was surprised by the interest “centered 

upon Robots. For myself, I confess that as the author I was more interested in men than in 

Robots.”28 Čapek conceded in his usual mild-manner that, as the play’s author, he believed it 

                                                
27 It’s unclear how Čapek learned of the discussion and its topics.  

28 Karel Čapek, “The Meaning of ‘R.U.R.’,” The Saturday Review, 21 July 1923.  
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necessary to communicate what he intended for his play, but that ultimately audiences had the 

right to their own takeaways, “personal opinions, creeds and ideals.”29 Čapek’s main themes he 

wanted to explore were what he described as “the comedy of science” and “the comedy of truth,” 

two paradoxes of modern society. These two interrelated truths reflected Čapek’s interests in 

contemporary society, especially in regard to science and industry and their place in “modern 

civilization.” Čapek’s comedy of science was the paradox of industry and progress: 

To create a homunculus is a medieval idea; to bring it in line with the present century, 
this creation must be undertaken on the principle of mass production. Immediately we are 
in the grip of industrialism ; this terrible machinery must not stop, for if it does it would 
destroy the lives of thousands. It must, on the contrary, go on faster and faster, although it 
destroys in the process thousands and thousands of other existences. Those who think to 
master the industry are themselves mastered by it; Robots must be produced although 
they are, or rather because they are, a war industry. The conception of the human brain 
has at last escaped from the control of human hands. This is the comedy of science.30 
 

Industrialism brought with it many promises and perils, according to Čapek, but the ones he 

imagined were not universally imagined by the British populace. In the next section, I will detail 

the comedy of science as Čapek saw it by considering three aspects: the connection of Robots to 

golems, the subtle allusions within R.U.R., and the connection to Čapek’s second paradox, the 

comedy of truth. The idea of a humanoid automaton was not unique to Čapek nor were many of 

R.U.R.’s themes; however, by historicizing the play and examining its cultural context, we can 

begin to see the many layers of significance placed on the malleable character of the Robot. It is 

only once we do this, that we can understand how the conception of Čapek’s brain escaped his 

control once in the British context. 

 

                                                
29 Karel Čapek, “The Meaning of ‘R.U.R.’,” The Saturday Review, 21 July 1923.  

30 Karel Čapek, “The Meaning of ‘R.U.R.’,” The Saturday Review, 21 July 1923. 
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From Homunculus to Robot 

“Robots” have been represented in a variety of forms since the word was first coined in 

that fateful conversation between brothers, but their original instantiation drew on a long history 

of humanoid automata in mythology and literature as well as from Čapek’s contemporary 

concerns about industrial capitalism. Čapek’s spoke of his direct inspiration for the Robot 

characters in 1924 during an interview with the London Evening Standard. He explained that the 

idea of the Robots came about from a tram ride to Prague that was “uncomfortably full.” The 

passengers were “crammed inside and on the steps of the tram not as sheep, but as machines, and 

along the way [Čapek] thought about the word, which would refer to a person able to work, but 

not to think. This idea,” he explained, “is expressed by the Czech word – robot.”31 For Čapek, 

modern life had removed a level of awareness about the cramped and uncomfortable conditions 

associated with the technology in their lives. In many ways, the technology removed a level of 

humanity and forced the masses to lose their individual agency. The freedom to travel great 

distances in shorter time, meant subjecting oneself to claustrophobic and physically taxing 

spaces, especially in their daily commutes to work. 

Čapek was not the first author to philosophize about man artificially reproducing a copy 

of himself. As his rebuttal to the debate suggests, Čapek saw his Robots as a modernization of 

golem tales.32 During an interview, Čapek admitted that his Robots were “actually still 

Golem….factory mass-produced Golem.” As a doctorate in rhetoric, a polyglot, and an avid 

reader, Čapek was familiar with a variety of golem tales, and he frequently borrowed motifs 

                                                
31 Evening Standard, 2 June 1924. Also cited in Čapek, R.U.R. [Rossum's Universal Robots]; [Kolektivní Drama O 
Vstupní Komedii a Třech Dějstvích], 166. 

32 “U čerta, to je vlastně přece Golem,” řekl jsem si, “robot je Golem provedený v masové tovární výrobě.” Prager 
Tagblatt, 23 Sept. 1935. 
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from previous works – both his own and other’s – adjusting them to his times and message as he 

saw fit.33 Golem tales date to at least ancient Greece and Rome with the stories of Pygmalion’s 

Galatea and Hephaestus’ Talos, myths which presented appealing themes and motifs for Čapek’s 

play.34 In the myth of Pygmalion and Galatea, Pygmalion crafts a sculpture in the form of his 

ideal woman and falls in love with it. Venus, the goddess of love, hears Pygmalion’s prayers and 

endows Galatea with life so that Pygmalion can marry her.35 Pygmalion wanted a perfect woman 

who epitomized the strong morality that the local village women lacked. The sculptor aimed to 

create a thing of beauty that overcame the frailties and fallacies of actual humans. Similarly, Old 

Rossum wanted to create a being of beauty, but he did so through the new, modern art of science. 

He wanted to bring his creation to life not out of a romantic love, but out of a quest for science. 

Another twist was the place of religion: Unlike Pygmalion praying to the gods and Venus 

answering, Old Rossum displaced God and nature, following science instead. A similar theme 

can also be found in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. George Bernard Shaw’s play Pygmalion 

premiered in 1913. It remains one of his most popular plays and later inspired the musical and 

film My Fair Lady. 

Old Rossum also parallels Hephaestus, the god of fire and craftsmanship, in the myth of 

the creation of the bronze man Talos, especially where it concerns the artificial human’s desire to 

“evolve”/become real. Like Hephaestus, Old Rossum has the physical ability to create a 

                                                
33 Ivan Klíma, Karel Čapek : Life and Work, trans. Norma Comrada (North Haven, CT: Catbird Press, 2002), 73.  

34 Additionally, there were also clay men (“golems”) frequently detailed in Jewish lore that resemble the creation 
story of Adam. Sidney Perkowitz. Digital People: From Bionic Humans to Androids. (Washington, D.C.: Joseph 
Henry Press, 2004), 20. The golem was particularly prevalent in Eastern European cultures.  

35 Geoffrey Miles, ed., Classical Mythology in English Literature: A Critical Anthology (New York: Routeledge, 
1999), 313. Of note, Ovid’s Metamorphoses leaves the statue unnamed. The name Galatea first appeared during the 
eighteenth century.  
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homunculus, but he differs in that he is not a God. Čapek adjusted this theme by crafting Old 

Rossum as an atheistic scientist. Hephaestus constructed Talos as a guard of the Minoan island of 

Crete. Made from bronze, Talos was a towering figure that foreshadowed the use of animated 

figures to do the work of humans. Talos represented an evolution on man – his height, strength, 

and metal construction make him a formidable sentry on the Crete shoreline, but he was not all 

“machine.” He contained human-like intelligence where it came to the ability to reason, identify 

objects, and select appropriate targets. He also contained an organic component: a vein that ran 

the length of his entire body and ended at the bottom of his leg. 36 Closed off with a small nail, 

the vein represented Talos’ one physical link to humanity, other than his humanoid form, and the 

source of his ultimate frailty and downfall.37 Much like the Robots who wanted to gain their 

independence and be free of yoke of their human masters, Talos’s desire to evolve led him to his 

own destruction: when he asked Medea to pull the nail from his ankle, hoping it would make him 

immortal, he caused his own death.  

For Čapek, the difference between the stories of ancient artificial men and the Robots in 

R.U.R. was the need to adapt the tale to the contemporary conversations of industrialization and 

science. In his rebuttal to the 1923 London debate, he explained the transitions he saw in science 

– a movement from discovery to mass-production:  

I wished to write a comedy, partly of science, partly of truth. The old inventor, Mr. 
Rossum (whose name in English signifies Mr. Intellect or Mr. Brain), is no more or less 
than a typical representative of the scientific materialism of the last century. His desire to 
create an artificial man – in the chemical and biological, not the mechanical sense – is 
inspired by the foolish and obstinate wish to prove God unnecessary and meaningless. 
Young Rossum is the modern scientist, untroubled by metaphysical ideas; scientific 
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experiment is to him the road to industrial production; he is not concerned to prove, but 
to manufacture.38 
 

Čapek divided the two men into two periods of science, with Old Rossum representing the “age 

of discovery” and Young Rossum the “age of production.”39 Through the character of Domin, 

Čapek defined these two ages and highlighted what he saw as a factious yet necessary transition 

from one age to the other. Old Rossum endeavored to prove that God was unnecessary through 

his creation, but his was a labor for the love of science. His son craved mass-produced efficiency 

instead, typifying what Čapek termed the “age of production” a phase wherein the focus of 

science shifted from producing science for its own sake to the desire for practical industrial 

results, preferably things that could be sold at a profit.  

Under these two systems, the requirements for the artificial beings changed. Young 

Rossum’s beings were designed as a way to reduce the need for human labor by creating 

inexpensive replacements, because, as Domin explains to Helena, the best worker “is the one 

that’s the cheapest.”40 Young Rossum found the creation’s timetable much too long to be a 

practical pursuit and believed his father incapable of understanding the Robot’s industrial 

possibilities. Instead of reveling in the beauty of the complicated designs of the body parts that 

exactly mimicked those of a real human, Young Rossum resented his father’s dawdling and, 

being the engineering type, set out to simplify the Robot, “experimenting with what would lend 

                                                
38 Karel Čapek, “The Meaning of ‘R.U.R.’,” The Saturday Review, 21 July 1923. Many of the characters’ names are 
related to their role in the Rossum Corporation and indicated the ideals Čapek wished to highlight. His written 
version crafted artificial beings out of protoplasm, though stage productions tended to give the impression that the 
beings were mechanical in nature. 

39 Čapek, R.U.R., p. 8. 

40 Čapek, R.U.R., 9. 



 35 

itself to omission or simplification.”41 Like the architects, artists and designers of the 1920s, 

Young Rossum rejected the unnecessary ornateness of the previous generations’ designs and 

reduced them down to essential elements. This not only represented a move toward the new 

sentiments of beauty in simplicity, but also constituted a move toward goods that could be more 

easily reproduced on the factory floor.42  

Čapek crafted both Rossums as being unable to see the destructive possibilities of their 

creations, which led to what he called the “comedy of science.” Old Rossum was blinded by his 

pursuits of scientific discovery, while Young Rossum only saw the economic gains such 

inventions could have. The prevailing trend in industrialization during the 1920s was to increase 

mechanization in all aspects of manufacturing in order to increase efficiency. Čapek lamented 

what he saw as a central feature of mass-production, wherein industrialism “must not stop, for if 

it does it would destroy the lives of thousands.”43 However, he continued, “it must, on the 

contrary, go on faster and faster, although it destroy [sic] in the process thousands and thousands 

of other existences. Those who think to master the industry are themselves mastered by it.”44 

Technology, he argued, must continue, regardless of its human cost, because without technology, 

human lives would still be lost – in one instance they were lost to war through arms races, in 
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another, war for food and land. This irony represents what Čapek saw as the comedy of science: 

a “conception of the human brain [that] has at last escaped from the control of human hands.”45  

Čapek admitted that he was afraid of the work that he produced. To temper that fear, he 

chose to end the play on a note of rebirth, in the hope that he could provide a possible solution 

rather than a prophetic vision. In a private letter to his future wife, Olga Scheinpflugová, he 

wrote of his fears:  

When writing I was seized by a dreadful fear, I wanted to warn against mass production 
and dehumanized slogans and, all of a sudden, I became anxious that it could happen, 
perhaps soon, that I shall not save anything by my warning, that the same way as I, the 
author, led the powers of these dull mechanisms where I wanted, somebody else may lead 
the ignorant mass man against the world; and God, I did not feel well, Olga, so I have 
made a great effort to find in the end some solution by agreement and love….46 
 

Čapek worried about the rise of dogmatic, authoritarian leaders who could rally the masses, 

especially in nationalistic endeavors against other races or in industrial campaigns for nebulous 

workers’ rights. He hoped that by ending with the solution of love, that he could cast the future 

in more hopeful terms. His own milieu of interwar Europe – especially Eastern Europe – had 

provided him enough glimpses of the dangerous rise of authoritarianism. Throughout the 

interwar period, Čapek would become an outspoken opponent of both Fascism and Communism. 

Čapek hoped his writings would carry his social critique into new venues. He admired British 

writers like G. K. Chesterton and H. G. Wells for their abilities to contribute to contemporary 
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political and societal debates such as technology’s role in everyday life.47 Each writer wanted 

their fictional works to inspire conversations about real-life technology and the effects it could 

have on the future of mankind. For Čapek, conversations about threats to life within Europe were 

particularly important. Life in the newly independent Czechoslovakia in the wake of the First 

World War presented Čapek with a unique position as a journalist, writer, and friend to the 

Czechoslovakian president, T. G. Masaryk. Indeed, during the 1930s, Čapek became an 

outspoken critic of the National Socialist and fascist dictatorships. He feared the rise of Nazism 

in Germany and the threat it posed to the newly independent Czechoslovakia. It was rumored 

that Čapek’s heartbreak over the Munich Agreement hastened his early death in December 1938.  

As Ivan Klíma explains in his introduction to the Penguin Classics version of R.U.R., 

Čapek had previously written about the dangers of mass production and the growing 

subservience of man to his machines; though R.U.R. was the work that gained Čapek the most 

international acclaim for such ideas. R.U.R.’s storyline builds on an idea first explored in “The 

System,” a short story he wrote with his brother Josef in 1908.48 In “The System,” manufacturer 

John Andrew Ripraton laments the inconsistencies of the human worker. He believes that 

workers would be more productive and efficient if the source of their inconsistencies was 

removed: 

“Gentlemen, the task of industry is to exploit the entire world….Everything must be 
speeded up. The labor question is holding us back….The worker must become a machine, 
so that he can simply rotate like a wheel. Every thought is insubordination! Gentlemen! 

                                                
47 Čapek visited England during the British Empire Exhibition after receiving an invitation from the London PEN 
Club. He was initially nervous to visit, but gave a speech in English at a special PEN dinner where he met his 
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Wells’ residence at Bishops Statford and toured the country with his “guardian angel” Otakar Vocadlo, a lecturer at 
the School of Slavonic and East European Studies, King’s College London. His letters from the trip are published in 
English: Karel Čapek, Letters from England (Brinkworth: Claridge, 2001). 

48 Ivan Klíma, "Introduction," in R.U.R. (Rossum's Universal Robots), ed. Karel Čapek (New York: Penguin Books, 
2004), xi. 
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Taylorism is systematically incorrect, because it disregards the question of a soul. This is 
my system…I have sterilized the worker, purified him; I have destroyed in him all 
feelings of altruism and camaraderie, all familial, poetic and transcendental 
feelings….”49 
 

Ripraton sees everything in the world – “the sky and the earth, people, time and space and 

infinity” – as “raw material” eligible for exploitation, especially if it leads to the realization of 

industrial goals. Both “The System” and R.U.R. expanded on the mechanization of the worker 

and concluded that the most able worker had no need for a soul. For the benefit of business and 

production, the worker only needed brute strength and refined skills; creativity, emotion, and 

familial ties only serve to distract the worker from economically advantageous pursuits. In fact, 

according to Ripraton, not even the Taylor System was effective enough to control the 

unnecessary diversions caused by having a soul. Čapek took this theme to the next level in 

R.U.R. by creating Robots, who were designed without superfluous organs and emotions.  

Both The System and R.U.R. featured workers dehumanized through rationalized work. In 

R.U.R., Čapek focused on the importance of the “soul” as a defining characteristic of humanity, 

and, perhaps, sentience. Čapek feared the rise of mechanized working conditions in Europe and 

the constant threat of worker uprisings in the face of the harsh, soulless working conditions. 

Much like the humans of his contemporary age, the Robots in his play revolted when they realize 

they want more from life from the drudgery of industrial life. Though the soul is never fully 

defined in the play, it is the Robots who acquire one who resist and eventually rise up against 

their human masters. The soul caused them to realize creative aspirations and even to feel love. 

Prior to gaining a soul, the Robots hold no affection for anything and have no desires. The first 
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suspicion that the Robots are evolving is when they start to have seizure-like breakdowns known 

as the “Robot’s cramp.”  

Within the scholarship on R.U.R., scholars tend to connect the play to two historical 

contexts: the Bolshevik revolution and eugenics.50 However, there is more to Capek’s worldview 

than this. Čapek was equally concerned about those who proclaimed technology as the saving 

grace for society without an appreciation for its negative consequences. In creating a world run 

by Robots, Čapek contributed to a dialogue about the consequences of industrialism and 

efficiency movements. One of Čapek’s more understated themes in R.U.R. is the mechanization 

of the real human worker. It shapes not only his depiction of the Robots but also his 

characterizations of R.U.R.’s human population. The humans are remarkably automated and 

mechanical throughout the play. During the prologue, as Helena learns the history of the Rossum 

Corporation, Domin finishes all of her sentences. Ostensibly this happens because every visitor 

to the factory asks the same questions concerning the secrets of Rossum and the production of 

artificial people; however, it also hints at the likeness of the human mind. People’s thoughts and 

minds follow predictable paths according to Old Rossum, Young Rossum, and Domin. The only 

character that does not have mechanical actions and conversations is Alquist, the engineer, who 

still possesses the ability to have novel ideas. Helena, Busman, and the others who gave up 

performing actual labor lost their souls and became mechanized. With these characters Čapek 

warned the technophiles that the reliance on technology could result in the inability to function 

without technological aid. While the human characters perform some tasks such as maintaining 
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the books or managing corporations, they ultimately had become too far removed from actual 

labor to maintain their humanness and their soul. The soul needed work to enrich it and give the 

human purpose, though not so much that it weighed the soul down and quashed any remaining 

vestiges of creativity. The soul was the one characteristic that kept the humans from being fully 

mechanized. Conversely, it was also the one characteristic that kept the Robots from fully being 

human. 

The mechanization of the human characters was Bernard Shaw’s most prominent themes 

in the British debate at St. Martin’s Theatre, as reported by The Spectator. Though he saw the 

robotization of humans as result of allowing others to think for them, his view of socialism 

suggested that a more collective approach to society could produce better overall aims, including 

more opportunities for greater happiness and well-being through leisure.  

 

Missing from the British Context 

It is curious that some themes in Čapek’s play were never discussed in its extensive press 

coverage, though these would have had social resonance in the British context. The two of most 

significance were Čapek’s interest in philosophical relativism and the importance of falling birth 

rates.   

Čapek was a strong supporter of philosophical relativism; what he calls his “comedy of 

truth.” Alongside his comedy of science, the comedy of truth was one of the most important 

themes he wished R.U.R. to communicate. In 1923, he explained his Comedy of Science as a 

situation in which each of his characters represented an ideology that Čapek felt was equally 

true, and equally disastrous:  

General Director Domin tries to prove in the play that technical developments liberate 
man from heavy physical labor, and he is right. Alquist, the Tolstoyan architect, believes 
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on the contrary that technical developments demoralize man, and I think that he is right, 
too. Busman thinks that only industrialism is capable of meeting modern needs; he is 
right. Helena instinctively fears all this human machinery, and she is right. And finally, 
the Robots themselves revolt against all these idealisms, and it seems that they are right 
as well.51 
 

Čapek emphasized that his point in crafting each of the characters with a different ideology was 

not to “look for names of all these various antithetical idealisms,” but to show how each of them 

can simultaneously exist:  

What I wanted to stress is that no matter whether these people are conservatives or 
socialists, yellow or red, all of them are right in a simple moral sense of the word. All of 
them have the most serious of motives, material and spiritual, for their beliefs, and 
according to their nature look for the greatest happiness for the greatest number of their 
fellows. I ask myself: isn't it possible to see in the contemporary social conflicts taking 
place in the world an analogous struggle between two, three or five equally serious and 
noble idealisms? I believe that it is possible. The most dramatic element in modern 
civilization is the fact that one human truth stands against a truth no less human, one ideal 
against another ideal, one positive value against a value no less positive, and that the 
conflict does not represent, as we are often told, a struggle between a noble truth and vile, 
selfish evil."52 
 

Though Čapek argued that all ideologies were valid, the character of Alquist in R.U.R. 

complicates this narrative. Alquist is the only one whose ideology does not inevitably lead to 

disaster, and is arguably the only character who approaches technology in moderation. Alquist is 

also the only human the Robots spare from death, and this is because of his ability to work with 

his hands. Does this perhaps mean that Čapek saw all the idealisms on the same level, as he had 

asserted, or in practice made distinctions among them?53 In Act III, when the Robots are at the 

shores of the Rossum island and each character denies responsibility for the Robot uprising, 

Alquist is the only one to admit to his share of the blame. While other characters were quick to 

                                                
51 Karel Čapek, “The Meaning of ‘R.U.R.’,” The Saturday Review, 21 July 1923. 

52 Karel Čapek, “The Meaning of ‘R.U.R.’,” The Saturday Review, 21 July 1923. 

53 Klima, “Introduction,” R.U.R, xv. 
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blame “old Europe” for teaching the Robots to fight, he rebuffs Domin for believing that the 

Robot uprising was the next stage to creating “supermen.” Instead he argues that it was the fault 

of science, technology, megalomania, capitalism, socialism, plots for workers’ rights, progress, 

and all of humanity: “For the sake of some tremendous something we have murdered 

humanity.”54 Čapek alluded that each is at fault, but that the uprising was inevitable.  

Though Kenworthy picked up on themes of otherness in his critique, philosophical 

relativism was not a feature of published critiques of the play, nor did conversations at St. 

Martin’s Theatre tend in that direction. Equally absent were discussions about falling birth rates 

and any connection to contemporary discussion of eugenics. Both were nevertheless on the 

minds of British scientists as well as the British public as a whole. Falling birth rates had been a 

concern in Great Britain and the rest of Western Europe since the 1870s and fears about the need 

to maintain a constant population lingered into the 1950s. In R.U.R., humans begin to lose the 

ability to reproduce while manufacturers have a surplus of Robots. In Reproduction by Design: 

Sex, Robots, Trees, and Test-Tube Babies in Interwar Britain (2008), historian Angus McLaren’s 

argues that the conversations about Robots’ reproduction in the play reflected contemporary 

conversations about the demographic crises eugenicists feared: one in which “unfit” members of 

the proletariat reproduced a faster and more consistent rate than “fit” members of the 

population.55  

However, while McLaren persuasively highlights the parallels in conversation, it is 

striking that R.U.R. and Robots are not referenced in contemporary sources. Within 

Czechoslovakia, the natality theme – a play on the words natal and fatality – was present in 

                                                
54 Čapek, R.U.R., p. 56. 

55  McLaren, Reproduction by Design, 66. 
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reviews and discussions of the play, especially in literary and theater critic Jindřich Vodák’s 

1921 praise for it. Vodák commended Čapek for his courage to publish a Czech-language work 

so relevant to contemporary problems. At this point, Czech literature was in its nascence:56 “none 

of our [Czech] dramatists yet have had [the courage] and [it] gives his new play a unique place in 

our literature.”57 In particular, Vodák called attention to the play’s ideas about the decrease in 

women’s fertility and the obsession with technical inventions, which reduced people’s 

“compassion, sociability, goodness, [and] love.”58  He commended Čapek’s courage “to attempt 

a dramatic solution of the most difficult and most important common problems which disturb the 

thinking heads of all nations.”  

The differences in contemporary social resonances between Czechoslovakia and Britain 

are striking and critically important to understanding the situational and contextual nature of the 

construction of knowledge. The robot metaphor would stick to different conversations in 

different ways in each of the two places. In Britain, the play’s central themes of technocratic 

culture, industrial efficiency, and worker rights took part in larger cultural conversation about the 

                                                
56 B. R. Bradbrook, Karel Capek. In this same letter, Vodak explained the impact Capek’s writings had in 
Czechoslovakia: “Dramatické dilo čapkovo, přiblízivši se osobami, přiběhem i rázem svého pojetí k románům 
Wellsovým a poučené Kaiserovým Plynem povzneslo se takto na evropskou výši, asi v tom smyslu, jako náš 
obchod, průmysl a naše finančnictví vstupem na světový trh.” 

57 Jindřich Vodák, Čas, 27 January 1921. In Čapek, R.U.R. [Rossum's Universal Robots]; [Kolektivní Drama O 
Vstupní Komedii a Třech Dějstvích]. Cf. Bradbrook, 42. “Právě odtud vzal Karel Capek odvahu, jaké dosud neměl 
žádný náš dramatik a která jeho nové hře dává ojedinělé misto v naší tvorběů pustit uzdu fantazil, udělat, čeho by 
jiní neudělali, pokusit se o dramatické řešení nejtěžších a nejdůležitějších obecných otázek otázek, jež dnes mohou 
znepokojovat a znepokojují myslící hlavy všech národů. Klesající ženská plodnost, zračící se ve statisice 
ubývajicich porodů! Technická vášen pro vynalézání a užívání strojů, která víc a víc zmenšuje okruh i povinnost 
lidské práce, také chut a schopnost k ní! Převaha počitajícího a měřícího itelektu nad vlohami k lidskym hnutím 
soucitu, družnosti, dobroty, lásky! Doba má věru dost krušnějších a zavažnějšich otázek nežli manželskou 
zpronevěru nebo zmatek ženského sdce mezi dvěma milenci. čest tomu, kdo umí rozeznat jejich naléhavost a 
vrhnout je na jeviště, i když se může přitom zlomit vaz. Napoprvé hned je dramaticky zmoci bylo ovšem čirou 
nemožnosti ...” 

58 As a note, Vodak warned that Čapek‘s urgency to put this on the stage “may yet break his neck.” Indeed, Capek’s 
journalism career begin to suffer as a result of his outspoken literary works. 
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societal ramifications of efficiency movements and mechanization. It was also a period ripe for 

discussions about the effects of science through the medium of imaginative fiction.  

Central to this chapter is a discussion about the development of popular science and, in 

particular, science fiction, in the interwar era and their relationships with scientific discoveries 

and discourse.59 The term science fiction did not exist at the time of R.U.R.’s release. Instead, 

R.U.R. was described as a utopian play or a “scientific romance,” like many of H. G. Wells’s 

contemporary works. Popular works of science, including imaginative ones, were believed by 

some contemporaries to be the only way into the public imagination of science’s possibilities. 

The words of British author and journalist John Langdon-Davies about popular science that 

began this chapter spoke to the nature of popular science in the interwar years, but also contained 

a warning. Langdon-Davies termed the twentieth century a “New Age of Faith,” arguing that the 

way most lay people understood science had a similarly unsteady footing as the way lay people 

have historically understood religion and faith:  

The name [“The New Age of Faith”] is not merely an idle whim; it is used deliberately to 
underline something, to emphasize certain tendencies, which need to be underlined and 
emphasized. Men are to-day more than ever in danger of thinking that they use their 
reason; that the days of blind faith and unsupported guesses are over, and that now 
society moves more and more towards scientific deliberateness and a spirit of ‘organized 
common sense.’ Now the truth is that even the modern attitude towards science is 
irrational to a degree which it would be hard to overestimate.60 
 

Langdon-Davies argued that because of the democratic education of the masses, more novices 

were masquerading as experts on science. Believing that their limited science knowledge was the 

truth, they failed to see science as part of a larger context and a scientist as a creature of his 

                                                
59 Roger Luckhurst, Science Fiction (Cambridge; Malden, MA: Polity, 2005); J. P. Telotte, A Distant Technology: 
Science Fiction Film and the Machine Age (Hanover, N.H.: Wesleyan University Press, 1999); Andrew Milner, 
Locating Science Fiction (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2012); Bowler, Science for All; Peter Broks, Media 
Science before the Great War (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1996); Turner, “Public Science in Britain.”  

60 John Langdon-Davies, The New Age of Faith (Garden City, N. Y.: Garden City Pub. Co., 1925), 19. 
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environment. In this new age of faith, the masses felt “admiration of the priest of science” in the 

way that many in previous centuries felt about priests of religion.61 Langdon-Davies went on to 

compare the gap between public knowledge of science and a scientist’s knowledge as “far 

greater than the similar gap between a white explorer and a savage.” Most lay people only 

encountered science knowledge as it filtered in through “heart appeal,” i.e., emotional rather than 

rational inputs. As a result, the avenues for learning about science were limited. Further, 

Langdon-Davies argued that the masses wanted science to contain something different than it 

did: “Man wants practical results to-day; science offers a method which holds some promise of 

results in a distant future.”62  

Bertrand Russell’s Icarus, or the Future of Science also expressed similar concerns about 

the way politically powerful groups would likely use science to promote their own power rather 

than to increase happiness and wellbeing across mankind. He wrote, “Men sometimes speak as 

though the progress of science must necessarily be a boon to mankind, but that, I fear, is one of 

the comfortable nineteenth-century delusions which our more disillusioned age must discard.”63 

The danger of science was that it was subject to the whims of “passions and instincts” and did 

not remain rational; too often, it was manipulated for the purposes of power and rivalry. Russell 

argued for the creation of orderly economic and political regulations that could restrict the 

destructive capacity of powerful collective passions, especially national entities that would use 

science to justify extreme measures such as extermination. 

                                                
61 Langdon-Davies, New Age of Faith, 25. Langdon-Davies quotes Miguel de Unamuno who talks of science in 
Europe: “If I am to tell you the truth, it hurts and wounds me to see men marching as confidently as if they marched 
on solid ground, some confident in the prejudices and anti-prejudices of their religious beliefs, others slaves of 
science, others slaves of ignorance, slaves all of them.” 

62 Langdon-Davies went on to connect this to the prevalence and perniciousness of pseudo-science within America. 

63 Bertrand Russell, Icarus or the Future of Science (New York: Dutton, 1924). 
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During the interwar years, Britain’s economy declined as other countries expanded trade 

and industrial output. The decline of major manufacturing industries such as cotton, ship 

building, coal, iron, and steel resulted in long-term unemployment in particular regions. In 

general, exports fell and consumer goods increased. Post-1930, the government began to play a 

larger role in economic revival. Richard Overy argues that the interwar years represented a time 

of crisis in Britain, wherein many within believed that the Western world was doomed and 

science gave society a means to search “for the symptoms that indicated disease.”64 Indeed the 

response to R.U.R. within Britain reflects this fear of industrialism; however, it also hints at the 

undercurrents of hope for the future. When discussing new measures for regulating industrial 

employment, the term “robot” was frequently used in Parliament and in public discourse to 

denigrate measures and regulations that valued greater efficiency and lower labor costs at the 

expense of the human worker, such as during a debate on the Hours of Industrial Employment 

Bill in April 1926.65 However, the idea was also used to rally for the types of policy that benefit 

workers of all classes rather than turn them into mindless drones.  

In particular, debates on technical education made use of the term to emphasize the need 

for specialized vocational training for individuals between the age of 16 and 18. This training 

would aim to give these young people “a real interest in the scientific basis of our various 

industries.” MP George Hardie saw such training seen as necessary to “produce the developed 

and complete artisan or skilled engineer. When you can interest the pupil in a subject, you can 

make a skilled craftsman of him, but when you go in for partial training…the complete idea is 

                                                
64 Overy, Twilight Years, xx-xxi, 4. 

65 “Hours of Industrial Employment Bill.” 30 April 1926. Parliamentary Debates, House of Commons, 5th ser., vol. 
194, cols. 2361-2362.  
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not before the pupil and you destroy his vision of the subject.”66 Without the broader view, the 

fear was that the youths, in particular those of the poorer classes, would “become robots, mere 

attendants on machinery.” Further, Hardie argued, such education was of national benefit: “The 

real basis of a nation is the general education of its young people on all subjects pertaining to 

whatever vocations they intend to follow.”67 

Books and other writings also appeared that used the term “robot” to indicate what was 

and was not acceptable in labor relationships. French author Hyacinthe Dubreuil published his 

1929 book “Robots or Men? A French Workman’s Experience in American Industry” that 

described his fifteen months working in American factories. Dubreuil held a positive view of his 

time in the factory, expressing his final judgement as “Scientific management is an indispensable 

tool of real socialism. Without it there is no possible ‘well-being for everybody,’ for it alone 

allows us to achieve mass production – that is to say, to put all commodities created by 

civilization within reach of everybody.”68 He continued, “Joy has been crushed not be the 

machines, but by men.” Throughout the book, he argued that scientific management allowed the 

worker freedoms, including the freedom for creativity in the form of an “inventive spirit” that 

could spur industry and “relieve human effort.”69 Strikingly, the National Institute of Industrial 

Psychology reviewed this book in 1932 and held it in their lending-library.  

                                                
66 George Hardie, “Unemployment Insurance Bill.” 5 Dec 1927. Parliamentary Debates, House of Commons, 5th 
ser., vol. 211, cols. 1026-1030. 

67 George Hardie, “Unemployment Insurance Bill.” 5 Dec 1927. Parliamentary Debates, House of Commons, 5th 
ser., vol. 211, cols. 1026-1030. 

68 Hyacinthe Dubreuil, Robots or Men? A French Workman's Experience in American Industry, trans. Frances 
Merrill and Mason Merrill (New York and London: Harper & Bros., 1930), 246. Also cited in "Publications 
Recently Received: Robots or Men?," The Human Factor 6, no. 1 (1932). 

69 Dubreuil, Robots or Men?, 182. 
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The word robot also appeared in scientific journals on topics of industrialism. Some of 

the authors were medical doctors and psychologists who worked as researchers for the NIIP, 

others were workmen who were invited to write articles in a series called “From the Worker’s 

Point of View.” In book reviews, authors condemned standardized tests for their “robotism.”70 

Occupational misfits were said to experience symptoms like the Robots’ cramp.71  

As a wide range of individuals – including politicians, leading intellectuals, scientists and 

“workmen” – debated the nature of science and its role in national power, the idea of the robot 

came to be manipulated, much like science itself. Thus, the argument about what Čapek wanted 

for his play is only tangential to the larger picture of what the play did in Britain during the 

interwar period. The packed-house debate featuring Chesterton, Shaw, and Kenworthy only hints 

at the appeal Čapek’s Robots had for the rest of British society. Outside St. Martin’s Theatre, in 

the larger arena of British society, the word “Robot” began to shift and change as it encapsulated 

a variety of hopes and fears regarding technology in the interwar years. At the opening of the 

Society of Royal Engineers’ annual exhibition, a towering mechanical robot named Eric replaced 

the original opening speaker. It waved its arms, moved its head, and gave a speech.72 When the 

British railroad celebrated its centennial, a robot “symbolizing the Age of Machinery” greeted 

passengers at Liverpool’s Lime Street station.73 Toy robots filtered into children’s hands. 

                                                
70 Sidney Best, "Publications Recently Received: The Science of Marking," The Journal of the National Institute of 
Industrial Psychology 5, no. 5 (1931). 

71 Angus Macrae, Talents and Temperaments: The Psychology of Vocational Guidance (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1933), 2. 
 
72 Created by retired journalist W. H. Richards and engineer A. H. Reffell. Robert E. Martin, "Mechanical Men 
Walk and Talk: Amazing Automatons Invented to Operate Mighty Machinery, Speak at Meetings, Make Lightning 
Calculations, and Rid the World of Drudgery," Popular Science Monthly (December 1928): 22-23, 137-138. 

73 The Times, September 12, 1930, 15. Cf. McLaren, Reproduction by Design, 57. 
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Mechanical robots became just one more hallmark of an exciting technological age, perhaps no 

more threatening or reassuring than vacuum cleaners and sewing machines. For others though, 

the Robot did represent a threat, especially as Britons struggled to find work in the post-

Depression era.  

Figure 2.2. Eric the Robot giving the opening address at the 1928 Model Engineering Exhibition.  

 

During a 1935 interview, Čapek surveyed the landscape of robots in the nearly 15 years 

since his play premiered. By that time, inventors displayed metal robots at World’s Fairs and 

exhibitions; science fiction pulp magazines frequently featured tales of robots destroying cities; 

and Fritz Lang’s Metropolis furthered the notion of a bleak technocratic future and run amok 
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metal demons. Čapek noted the coldblooded and soulless beings with horror: “I recoil in horror 

from any idea that metal contraptions could ever replace human beings and awaken something 

like life, love and rebellion. Such a grim outlook is nothing but an overestimation of the power of 

machines and a grave insult to life.”74 Much like the comedy of science, his Robots had escaped 

and transformed into something else too. 

  

                                                
74 Karel Čapek, O Umění A Kultuře III (Praha: Československý spisovatel, 1985); Daniel Ichbiah, Robots : From 
Science Fiction to Technological Revolution (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 2005), 42. 
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CHAPTER 3 

HUMAN FACTORS: CHARLES MYERS AND THE CREATION OF THE NATIONAL 

INSTITUTE OF INDUSTRIAL PSYCHOLOGY 

“Psychology must be ranked to-day among the natural sciences, standing in the same 
relation to the living mind as biology stands to living matter.” 
– Charles S. Myers, 19101 
 
“For heaven’s sake, keep Scientific Management out of it or you’ll offend labour.” 
– Sir Robert Hadfield, 19192 
 

In 1933, Punch magazine printed a cartoon featuring a mechanical robot looming over an 

employer’s desk. Standing several feet taller than an average man, its appearance seemed 

designed to intimidate. Huge cogs functioned as its shoulders. Its eyebrows furrowed as it stared 

forcefully at a man seated behind a large wooden desk. It exclaimed, “Master, I can do the work 

of fifty men.” The man, well-dressed in a three-piece suit, looked back sternly. On his desk were 

recent reports of production costs and wage outputs. He responded back, “Yes, I know that, but 

WHO IS TO SUPPORT THE FIFTY MEN?”3  

 The man in the image is not identified, but his appearance is strikingly similar to that of 

Dr. Charles S. Myers, the co-founder of the National Institute of Industrial Psychology (NIIP). 

The similarity is not surprising, especially in light of the title of the cartoon, and arguably was an 

intentional choice given the publicity the NIIP was receiving then for its efforts to improve the 

conditions of British workers in both industrial and commercial settings. The cartoon, entitled 

                                                
1 Inaugural address to the first meeting of the Industrial Section of the British Psychological Society, 25 April 1919. 
Reprinted from the British Journal of Psychology, 1920, 10, 177-182 

2 “Proposed Institute of Psychology and Physiology applied to Commerce and Industry,” Meeting Minutes, 28 July 
1919, NIIP 1/1, LSE. 

3 “The Saving of Labour,” Punch Historical Archive (London, England), 18 January 1933, Issue 4807.  
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“The Saving of Labour,” highlighted the main mission of the NIIP with its timely double-

entendre: how to protect workers and production. In the wake of the world-wide economic  

 
Figure 3.1. “The Saving of Labour” Punch Historical Archive (London), 18 January 1933. 
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depression, laborers were struggling to find jobs and earn wages. While machines presented an 

opportunity to increase production, laborers were unable to support themselves and their 

families. The NIIP’s research sought to provide solutions to save labor through the application of 

psychology and physiology. The NIIP staff promoted their science as a more comprehensive and 

integrated examination of the problems of industry than Taylorist forms of scientific 

management. Of critical importance to Myers and his institute was a focus on the “human 

factors” that affected productivity.  

 
Figure 3.2. Black and white portrait photograph of Professor Charles Samuel Myers, founder of 

the National Institute of Industrial Psychology. Circa 1920, LSE IMAGELIBRARY/1369. 
 
 

As the previous chapter showed, the word robot quickly filtered into conversations on 

work soon after it appeared on the British stage in Karel Čapek’s play. This chapter examines the 
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development of industrial psychology in Great Britain that happened around the same time and 

was directly influenced by the reception of the play and the accompanying anxiety around 

Robots and mechanization. I ask two questions: how did it come to be that Myers was depicted 

as the man behind the desk, fighting off the robot and steadfast in his commitment to saving 

workers, and why was it that only 4 years after this cartoon was printed that his institute would 

face insolvency?  

To answer these questions, I focus on the role of scientific publics in the creation and 

spread of scientific knowledge. I start with an examination of Charles Myers as he returned from 

the frontlines of the Great War, disillusioned by the academy and concerned about the welfare of 

the British populace. By examining his transition from his secure academic position at 

Cambridge to the cofounder of a new extra-academic institute, I then consider the connections he 

made with various publics and the negotiations he was forced to make, often at the expense of 

his ideal plan for the new field of industrial psychology. These publics – including other 

scientists, researchers, politicians, philanthropists, and workers – were necessary to support the 

Institute and further the application of psychology to industry and commerce; however, they 

deeply affected the development of applied psychology in critical ways. It was Myers’s inability 

to adjust to the needs of his publics that led to the NIIP’s near-undoing in the late-1930s. 

Ultimately, I argue that a focus on scientific publics allows historians to understand why the 

Institute struggled with financial insolvency on the cusp of the Second World War, and how 

Myers’s goals for the Institute placed it in an untenable position between academic research 

school and proto-industrial research center at a time of increasingly restrictive budgets.  
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Existing Scholarship on the National Institute of Industrial Psychology 

Existing scholarship on the NIIP is limited. Surprisingly, while the Institute is 

consistently invoked in the history of British psychology and in the general history of scientific 

rationalization, few studies have ventured into the institution’s internal records, with the 

exception of a 1979 dissertation by D. C. Doyle.4 Furthermore, no scholarship has examined the 

role of its director and co-founder Charles Myers in developing the institute as a premier 

research school in interwar psychology. My dissertation pulls the NIIP out of the archives and 

places it firmly back into the story of how British psychology developed during the interwar 

period.  

Doyle’s unpublished dissertation has served as the backbone for most other scholarship 

on the NIIP. Submitted to the University of Manchester in 1979, the dissertation is impressive in 

its use of institutional internal records and for the author’s interviews with the institute’s former 

staff – including the influential psychologists Leslie S. Hearnshaw, Alec Rodger, Winifred 

Raphael, and Ralph O. Raphael, all conducted in 1970.5 Doyle wrote the dissertation as part of a 

doctorate in Department of Liberal Studies of Science, which was a department that emphasized 

teaching sociological and philosophical modules that addressed the societal aspects of scientific 

knowledge production. The dissertation shows the prominent focus on sociological themes in its 

in-depth discussion of institutions, especially the institutional jockeying between the allies-

turned-competitors: the NIIP and the Industrial Fatigue Research Board (later renamed the 

Industrial Health Research Board).  

                                                
4 Erik Linstrum examines some of the NIIP’s archive for sources on the Institute’s efforts to help develop 
psychology in India. See Erik Linstrum, Ruling Minds: Psychology in the British Empire (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2016). 

5 D. C. Doyle, "Aspects of the Institutionalisation of British Psychology: The National Institute of Industrial 
Psychology 1921-1939" (PhD dissertation, University of Manchester, 1979). 
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 In the nearly forty years since the dissertation’s submission, the fields of Science Studies 

and the History of Science have grown in substantial ways, that while indebted to their 

predecessors like the Liberal Studies of Science, reflect a larger movement away from 

institutional histories that emphasized organizational structure and toward studies that value the 

agency of historical actors in specific historical contexts. Historical studies of science now 

emphasize the agency of actors, as well as the scale and relationships between individuals as a 

way to understand the complex power dynamics that have gone into making scientific 

knowledge.6 For example, in scholarship on research schools, the focus has been to highlight the 

role of charismatic leaders whose organizational, professional, and personal acumen contributed 

to the successes and failures of their schools.7 

 My intervention into the scholarship on the NIIP shows the importance of context and 

agency in the development of industrial psychology as a discipline. Social connections played a 

pivotal role in the creation and development of the institute, and Myers’s specific work in these 

areas was undeniably critical. As I will show in this chapter, prior to creating the institute, Myers 

had previous experience starting and funding a new academic disciple at Cambridge in 

experimental psychology, an experience which gave him specific insights into the potential 

successes and difficulties of creating new fields of research and gaining institutional support. 

However, creating an academic department for industrial psychology proved to be unsuccessful 

at Cambridge. Rather than fight a protracted battle with Cambridge and the British university 

                                                
6 See Jan Golinski, Making Natural Knowledge : Constructivism and the History of Science (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2005).  

7 J. B. Morrell, "The Chemist Breeders: The Research Schools of Liebig and Thomas Thomson," Ambix 19 (1972); 
Gerald L. Geison, "Scientific Change, Emerging Specialties, and Research Schools," History of Science; an Annual 
Review of Literature, Research and Teaching 19, no. 1 (1981); John W. Servos, "Research Schools and Their 
Histories," Osiris 8, no. 1 (1993). 
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system and culture – who saw the combination of industry and science as outside the bounds of 

the academy – Myers chose to pursue a course outside the strict boundaries of the university 

structure – though the NIIP would come to hold a loose affiliation with the London School of 

Economics. I argue that Myers’s disillusionment with the academy directly resulted from his 

experiences in the war. War galvanized him toward initiatives wherein psychology could help 

Britons and produce overall necessary reforms of British society. When the university setting 

proved inadequate and unsupportive of his mission, Myers looked to see what could be done to 

create a separate institutional entity, much like the National Physics Lab to which he looked for 

inspiration. 

 To make this argument, I rely on the scholarship on research schools, which is now 

nearly thirty years old. Osiris’s special issue on the topic was published in 1993.8 Since the 

issue’s publication, research has mostly stagnated and critics have questioned the field’s artificial 

separation between research and training, as well as the role of social context in in the choices of 

training materials.9 This chapter does not seek to rehash or revive old lines of thought; instead, I 

connect the study of research schools to current scholarship on the role of publics in the creation 

of scientific knowledge. The NIIP provides intriguing source material for this type of 

investigation because of its existence outside the bounds of the traditional academic structure. It 

was critical for Myers and his colleagues to engage with diverse publics not only for credibility 

but for the very funding necessary for them to do their research and work in their communities. 

                                                
8 Gerald L. Geison and Frederic L. Holmes, Research Schools : Historical Reappraisals (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1993). 

9 Martin Kusch, "Recluse, Interlocutor, Interrogator: Natural and Social Order in Turn-of-the-Century Psychological 
Research Schools," Isis 86 (1995). 
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Publics were indispensable to the success of the institute, to the development of the new branch 

of applied psychology, and to Myers’s effort to achieve his ultimate goal of influencing policy. 

  

Part One: Charles Samuel Myers 

As the First World War came to a close and soldiers returned from the front, a man of 

great importance to the development of British psychology packed up his medical kit and left the 

battlefields of France. Dr. Charles Myers (March 13, 1873 – October 12, 1946) had been serving 

in the Royal Army Medical Corps as a consultant psychologist to the British Expeditionary Force 

in France.10 His purpose was to provide counsel to the British Expeditionary Force on the 

growing number of psychiatric casualties of war. It was there that he became frustrated with the 

treatment of soldiers with “shell shock” – a term he helped to popularize through his article in 

The Lancet.11 Myers fought with military personnel on the etiology of shell shock, as well as its 

treatment. At the time, shell shock was commonly believed to be caused by cowardice or 

malingering; however, Myers believed that shell shock had a psychological basis and could be 

treated. Though he helped push forward some reforms in the diagnosis and treatment of soldiers, 

his efforts to petition the British military to change its stance on shell shock were frequently 

dismissed.12  

He left the war demoralized and frustrated with the care provided to soldiers. Although 

he had petitioned fervently to join the war effort (and had difficulty being accepted due to his 

                                                
10 Charles Samuel Myers, Shell Shock in France, 1914-1918 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1940); 
Frederic Charles Bartlett, Psychology and the Soldier (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1927). 

11 Charles S. Myers, "A Contribution to the Study of Shell Shock," The Lancet 185, no. 4772 (1915).  

12 “Although the Conference generally approved of my endeavours, ‘influence’ sometimes stood in my way. Indeed, 
as war weariness and war pressure increased, my work at reform became increasingly difficult and disappointing.” 
Myers, Shell Shock in France, 137.  



 59 

age), he later wrote that he departed the warfront “not altogether unwillingly.…For I was by now 

tired of the many difficulties and frustrations which had beset me in my four and a half years’ 

work.”13 His frustrations were so grave that in 1922 he refused to give evidence to the 

Committee of Inquiry into Shell Shock when it was appointed by the War Office. His 

commitment to defending the importance of psychological attributes of soldiers was not 

completely diminished, however; in 1940, he finally released his memoir Shell Shock in France, 

1914-1918 as Britain had entered another ghastly war and the threat of invasion loomed heavy 

on the horizon. He continued to worry about the psychological impact of war on soldiers.  

Myers’s efforts in the interwar years can be seen as a continued commitment to the 

psychological well-being of the individual, this time with a consideration of industrial life. Much 

as he used the warfront for his examinations of both the physical and mental health of soldiers, 

Myers used the NIIP to investigate ways to better the well-being of another frequently injured 

population: the worker. In making this argument, I show how Myers’s interest in individual 

differences can be traced to his initial training in anthropology during his college years and how 

his 30 years at Cambridge affected his view of how a research institute should be run. The 

decision to found and serve as principal director of what would come to be known as the 

National Institute of Industrial Psychology (NIIP) was a direct response to his disillusionment 

with the status of psychology in British academia and society, and his fervent desire for reform 

and improvement. His highly controversial decision to leave academia derived from his yearning 

to create more cohesion between academic psychology/physiology and the problems affecting 

wide swaths of the British populace. As his protégé and successor, Professor Sir Frederic Bartlett 

stated at the first Myers Memorial Lecture in 1964, “the bulk of [Myers’s] interests were derived 
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directly from people.”14 Whether it was his interest in music, his sociability, medicine, classics, 

or history, Myers was devoted to the well-being of people with a characteristic generosity of 

spirit.15 

Myers is frequently referenced in the literature and included in lists of the most 

influential British psychologists; however, relatively little has been written on him directly, 

especially his life in the interwar years.16 Apart from his published work, a brief autobiography, 

and the minutes of NIIP, his personal papers were lost to history. Much of his existing 

biographies were pieced together from his autobiography and the series of obituaries and 

memorial lectures written about him by his former colleagues. In particular, one such biography 

was written by his protégé, F. C. Bartlett, whose thinly veiled critiques of Myers’s research 

underscore some of the scholarly tensions that existed between the two.17  

Of the more recent scholarship on Myers, psychologist Alan Costall’s work tries to 

explain why Myers has received such limited attention, even though his name is consistently 

mentioned. In a brief article celebrating the British Psychology Society’s centenary year, Costall 
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applied psychology varied greatly from that of Myers, specifically in regards to the ideal of the laboratory. So it 
comes without much surprise that in the years following Myers’s death, Bartlett would move applied psychology 
back into the laboratory (whereas Myers’s creation of the NIIP was designed to investigate industrial conditions in 
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argues that Myers’s legacy has often been obscured because Myers often appeared to take on 

supporting roles. Costall explained,  

“Despite being a main mover and shaker in early British psychology, C.S [sic] Myers is 
difficult to bring into focus…In the photographs of the famous Torres Straits expedition 
of 1898 Myers gets lost among the other bearded psychologists and anthropologists. In 
the historical record he appears mainly in supporting roles, as assistant to W.H.R. Rivers 
or promoter of Frederic Bartlett’s ascendancy.”18 
 

Although Myers did much to promote psychology, Costall thought that his importance had been 

obscured in the historical record, possibly because Myers lost his academic base when he moved 

toward applied psychology, which was seen as derivative of “pure” experimental psychology.19  

While Costall argues that Myers lost his academic credibility because “the little work the 

NIIP could get did not look much like science, nor even seemed very interesting to his academic 

peers,” 20 I believe that this ignores the work of the institute in its first twenty years. Further, I 

contend that the activity that cemented this view of the NIIP occurred toward the late part of the 

1930s, when there was a contentious argument between the NIIP and two of its most frequent 

clients – Cadbury Chocolates and Rowntree – who were rival confectionaries, and the institute 

struggled to stay financially solvent when Myers insisted that the institute no longer conduct 

commercially sensitive research for clients. Part two of this chapter complicate the narrative 

Costall provided by showing how Myers tried to position applied psychology as a worthwhile 

scientific pursuit and the subsequent problems the NIIP encountered along the way. In doing so I 

join a chorus of scholars in science studies who examine both successful and unsuccessful 

scientific claims to understand what factors led to their acceptance or rejection. I argue that in 
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20 Costall, "Charles Samuel Myers (1873-1946)," 464. 
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looking at the battles that Myers and his colleagues engaged in and their entanglements over 

finances, we can better understand how the institute was shaped in specific ways – specifically, 

in ones that led to its lowered prestige amongst its various publics.  

To understand Myers’s trajectory, it is important to chart his life prior to the NIIP. Myers 

was nearing 50 years old when he co-founded the NIIP, and in the years prior to its founding, he 

had a varied career, though he spent most of it at Cambridge University. In the 16-page 

autobiographical sketch he wrote for the series A History of Psychology in Autobiography 

(1936), Myers recounted the influence his family had over his personal and professional 

interests.21 He was the eldest son born in London on May 13, 1873 to a large family. His father, 

Wolf Myers, was one of 9 children. His mother, Esther Eugenie Moses, had 14 siblings. His 

father, both grandfathers, and four great-grandfathers were all businessmen in or near London – a 

connection to business and industry that he would draw upon frequently in his reflections of his 

career trajectory. Throughout his autobiography, elements of his Jewish background were 

present but never highlighted. His family’s strong background in business, his schooling, and 

even his marriage were typical of assimilated, well-to-do English Jews. The decision to 

understate these elements reflects a prevailing trend among assimilated upper-class Jews.22  

His autobiography reflects the prevailing conversations about nature versus nurture from 

the interwar period. In the first section, entitled “Inherited and Early Interests,” Myers 

characterized his interests based on their similarities to those within his family. His love of 

music, he claimed he inherited from his mother. His interests in archaeology and traveling were 

                                                
21 Charles Samuel Myers, "Autobiography: Charles Samuel Myers," in A History of Psychology in Autobiography, 
ed. Carl Murchison (Worcester, Massachusetts: Clark University Press, 1936). 

22 See David Feldman, Englishmen and Jews: Social Relations and Political Culture, 1840-1914 (New Haven: Yale 
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like those of two of his paternal uncles. He also had inherited, he claimed, his love of organizing 

and humanity. On the other hand, he laid claim to non-hereditary traits, including an attraction to 

literary composition and chemistry. He attributed those interests to his schooling at the City of 

London School, which he began at age 11.  

Even from a young age, Myers held a wide range of academic interests that pulled him in 

many directions. The decision to narrow his studies in college presented him with great 

difficulties. When he was up for a scholarship at Cambridge, he was torn between studying 

classics or natural science. He had won numerous awards in school for English composition and 

Latin prose, but he enjoyed the experimentation of science. He recalled with some amusement in 

his autobiography that at the age of 12 he bought a few pieces of phosphorous and sodium that 

he later exploded in the kitchen of his London home – “nearly injuring the cook and myself by 

the accidental explosion.”23 On top of his own interests, his father tried to persuade him to pursue 

business, in light of the family’s legacy in the London business world. Debating among the many 

options was difficult for young Charles, but he was given the freedom to make the choice on his 

own. He ultimately decided to pursue science and applied for a scholarship in natural science at 

Gonville and Caius College, a constituent college of the University of Cambridge, in 1891. To 

prepare himself for the entrance exhibition at Caius, he hired a private tutor and then joined a 

year’s course in elementary biology, chemistry, and physics at St. Bartholomew’s Hospital. 

Myers successfully entered Cambridge in 1891 with designs to pursue medicine. His first 

four years at Cambridge brought him into contact with several of the leading thinkers in 

physiology, zoology, and physical and racial anthropology, including Sir Michael Foster, Dr. 

Alfred Cort Haddon, and Dr. Alexander Macalister. As Gerald L. Geison’s study on research 
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schools has shown, researchers like Foster instilled in their students certain core assumptions that 

would affect their scientific practice and thought for decades.24 Geison asks us to examine the 

socio-institutional forces that affected scientists’ future work, specifically how training and 

mentoring contributed to future scientific careers. Myers came of age as the Cambridge School 

of Physiology became the leading center of physiological research in the English-speaking 

world. He would have watched as Foster molded physiology into a mainstream discipline that 

flourished in elite academic institutions, converting it from a “stagnant backwater” discipline 

practiced mostly by amateurs from outside the university.25 In many ways Myers’s career would 

resemble that of Foster’s. Both men made immense contributions to the institutionalization and 

organization of their disciplines. They trained numerous students who would go on to have 

illustrious careers. They each helped promote the work of their students. And yet, for all of their 

organizing, mentoring, and service to the discipline, they both published surprisingly little of 

their own research as they became more preoccupied in the organizational aspects of their 

disciplines. Their own active research portfolios became less important to them than the service 

to and expansion of their disciplines.  

Myers credited Sir Michael Foster with his initial interest in physiology and human 

anatomy, but each of his Cambridge professors oriented his physiological training in specific and 

important ways that would affect his early research into psychology. From Foster, he gained 

insight into the evolutionary approach to physiological phenomena, a concept that Myers would 
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go on to battle throughout most of his career.26 As musicologist Bennett Zon has showed, 

Myers’s beliefs and assumption on evolutionary thought changed dramatically throughout his 

career, largely due to the Torres Strait Expedition and his later experiments in psychology.27 

Myers’s other professors also worked to instill in him an appreciation for experimentation, 

especially through field-work. Before finishing his bachelor’s degree as a double-first, Myers 

partnered with Dr. Macalister in July 1895 to undertake a study of sixty-three pre-Roman skulls 

discovered in a field near Brandon in Suffolk, which he published in 1897 in the Journal of the 

Anthropological Institute. In his study, he was interested to discover how skeletal features of the 

skull conformed to racial types expected in the region during the pre-Roman period. Using 

detailed measurements of the skulls, Myers could find no evidence to support the theory of a 

Round Barrow racial type among the Brandon skulls – a topic of some debate during the period. 

He believed that the skulls showed evidence of Romans having brought over a sizeable German 

population during their invasion, and that the Alemannic tribes must have settled at Brandon.28 

His interest in anthropometry and inheritance, further reinforced by his participation in the 

Torres Straits Expedition, continued for many years.  

 

Torres Straits Expedition 

In 1895, Dr. Haddon extended an invitation for Myers to join the Cambridge 

Anthropological Expedition to Torres Straits and Sarawak, a journey that would solidify Myers’s 
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interest in psychology with a firm basis in physiology.29 Prior to joining the exhibition, Myers 

had felt some ambivalence about his professional career. He had begun to feel disinclined toward 

medical practice, favoring instead anthropology and experimental psychology. The trip, which 

was scheduled to leave England in March 1898, helped him chart out a plan for the future. In the 

three years between his graduation from Cambridge and the start of the trip, he obtained a 

medical degree at Cambridge and at the College of Physicians and Surgeons. After that, he 

would have time to do field work on indigenous populations and later return to do his thesis 

work.  

Myers’s medical training turned out to be indispensable to his field-experience, and the 

trip would become the first of many times throughout his career where he would note that 

building rapport with research subjects was critical to an investigation’s success. In 1898, Myers 

accompanied William Halse Rivers (1864-1922) and William McDougall on the Cambridge 

Expedition, along with several others including C. G. Seligman, Sidney Ray, and Anthony 

Wilkin. The Torres Straits provided Myers field-experience in anthropology, but it was his (and 

that of McDougall and Seligman) medical training that provided him access to the islanders, who 

visited the dispensary that the group established.30 Myers and McDougall also conducted house 

calls with “bad cases.”31 These forms of medical contact, Haddon argued, built rapport with the 

islanders and “brought natives to the house who could be utilised for our other investigations.”32  

                                                
29 The trip took the name the Cambridge Expedition because Cambridge made the largest contribution to its support. 
See Henrika Kuklick, The Savage Within : The Social History of British Anthropology, 1885-1945 (Cambridge; New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 
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The men performed psychological and anthropological experiments, especially on aspects 

of sensation and rhythm. They conducted several types of racially-based experiments, including 

ones on “visual acuity, sensitivity to light, colour vision, including colour blindness, binocular 

vision, and visual space perception; acuity and range of hearing; appreciation of difference in 

tone and rhythm; tactile acuity and localisation; sensibility to pain; estimation of weight, smell, 

and taste; simple reaction times to auditory and visual stimuli.”33 For example, they compared 

the visual abilities of the islands’ populations to that of Europeans. Myers’s background in 

music, which he attributed to his mother and developed during his college years at Cambridge,34 

was especially valuable on the trip. Haddon noted that Myers’s background as a talented 

musician allowed him to “specialis[e] more particularly in the study of the hearing and music of 

the natives.”35 Myers focused on the senses, including auditory acuity observations, rhythm, 

taste, and smell. He found no differences between the islanders and Europeans in time reaction 

experiments and attributed differences to temperament and individual differences.  

Myers’s would continue his interest in temperamental differences among research 

subjects throughout his career, especially during his time at the NIIP. Haddon wrote only briefly 

about this topic and what we know of Myers’s work comes to us through Haddon:  

“Myers points out that the experiments clearly showed the great difference of 
temperament among the individuals investigated. There was at one extreme the slow, 
steady-going man, who reacted with almost uniform speed on each occasion; at the other 
extreme was the nervous, high-strung individual, who was frequently reacting 
prematurely.”36  
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Myers and fellow traveler William Halse Rivers spent many long nights discussing research on 

individual differences and experimental observation. The pair would continue their friendship 

until Rivers’ early death in 1922. Rivers would become an important ally and friend of Myers.37 

He was a lecturer on physiology and experimental psychology at Cambridge, and a co-founding 

editor of the British Journal of Psychology (with James Ward).  

Ethnomusicologist Bennett Zon has examined Myers’s research on music and rhythm 

during the Torres Strait Expedition and after, and persuasively argues for the continuity of 

individual differences as a research topic.38 This argument is important to understanding Myers’s 

research trajectory because Zon has given a reasonable insight into a source of continuity to 

Myers’s research agenda. Whereas some historians and psychologists have dismissed Myers’s 

work as “lacking theoretical unity,” Zon argues that it is Myers’s belief in individual differences 

that bound his work together, and that this can be seen in his work in music.39 While Zon focuses 

exclusively on Myers’s work in music, this line of thinking is persuasive and holds true if we 

examine the work of Myers in his later years, which Zon only references in the broadest of 

terms. Individual differences became human factors during Myers’s time with the NIIP.  
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Returning to Cambridge, Turning to Psychology 

After Myers returned to England following the Cambridge Expedition, he worked as 

House Physician at St. Bartholomew’s Hospital, then traveled to Egypt and completed his MD 

thesis. In 1902, he returned to Cambridge where he would spend the next twenty years 

developing psychology in consequential ways. In 1904, he became University Demonstrator in 

Experimental Psychology, and he taught courses at King’s College London. The same year, he 

married Edith Babette Seligman, the youngest daughter of Isaac Seligman, a London merchant. 

They would have five children together, three daughters and two sons. Soon after his wedding, 

he was involved in the founding of the British Journal of Psychology, which he edited from 

1911-1924. From 1906 to 1909, he was professor at King’s College London while he wrote and 

published the popular Text-book of Experimental Psychology (1909). The same year that the 

book was published, he made Cambridge University Lecturer in Experimental Psychology.  

During these early years of the twentieth century while Myers was affiliated with 

Cambridge, he was frustrated by the slow development of psychology in Britain, as compared to 

the discipline’s status in Germany and the United States. At the time, British psychology was 

more closely affiliated with philosophy than with experimental sciences – a topic many 

historians of British psychology have detailed in depth.40 British psychologists looked with envy 

at the American and Germany university systems, which were more amenable to accepting 

experimental psychology into their hallowed halls.41 Historian Adrian Wooldridge reports that 
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“by 1917, seventy-four [American] universities and colleges supported psychological 

laboratories and twenty-one academic journals published articles on the subject.”42 Meanwhile, 

Cambridge had a strained relationship with the discipline. While it allowed James Ward to 

publish a dissertation on psychology and physiology in 1875, it dismissed his proposal to begin a 

laboratory in psychophysics in 1877. It was not until 1891 that he was able to persuade the 

university to buy psychology apparatus for £50.43 In the meantime, Wilhelm Wundt opened the 

first experimental laboratory in psychology at the University of Leipzig, Germany in 1879, and 

has since received credit for establishing psychology as an academic discipline. It was Myers’s 

friend and fellow Torres Straits traveler, W. H. R. Rivers who was first appointed lecturer in 

experimental psychology at Cambridge in 1897, over twenty years after Ward published his 

dissertation. Within the university, psychology was caught between metaphysics and science, 

and struggled to gain recognition from its peer disciplines. As William McDougall, Wilde 

Reader in Mental Philosophy at Oxford, would write in 1930, “I was neither fish, flesh, nor 

fowl…. The scientists suspected me of being a metaphysician; and the philosophers regarded me 

as representing an impossible and non-existent branch of science.”44  

Myers has been credited with turning psychology “from a branch of mental philosophy 

into a branch of experimental science,” which he did through a combination of publishing and 

institution-building.45 His 1909 Textbook of Experimental Psychology formed the basis of the 
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program and stressed the importance of psycho-physical methods of studying people. In 1912, he 

founded and somewhat secretly self-funded the first purpose-built experimental psychology 

laboratory in experimental psychology. In 1913, he became the Director of the Laboratory of 

Experimental Psychology. As his student, Bartlett framed it, “[Myers] planned it, to a very large 

extent in detail he designed it, he himself, his family and his friends, mostly paid for it. With 

some air of reluctance the University accepted it.”46 His students at Cambridge would include 

students who would go on to become some of the top British psychologists, including F. C. 

Bartlett, C. A. Mace, Eric Farmer, W. H. J. Sprott, and C. W. Valentine.47  

When the war broke out two years later, Myers felt compelled to help, but his advanced 

age proved to be a limiting factor, at least initially. He exceeded the cutoff age for the military by 

one year, but, as explained earlier, he petitioned until he was allowed to join. When he returned 

to England in 1918, he reluctantly returned to Cambridge.48 His protégé F. C. Bartlett would later 

say that Myers was substantially changed by the war: “The radiant smile was seen less 

frequently, he tired more easily. Much of his natural buoyance and liveliness had gone.”49 In his 

autobiography, he reflected,  

“On demobilization I returned to Cambridge, fired with the desire to apply psychology to 
medicine, industry, and education and becoming increasingly disgusted, after my very 
practical experience during the War, with the old academic atmosphere of conservatism 
and opposition to psychology. I found that the wild rise of psychoanalysis had estranged 
the Regius Professor of Physic; I received little encouragement from the Professor of 
Physiology; and the Professor of Mental Philosophy, to my surprise, publicly opposed the 
suggested of the word “experimental” in the title, now about to be conferred on me by the 

                                                
46 Bartlett, "Remembering Dr. Myers: First Myers Lecture," 4. 

47 L.S. Hearnshaw, A Short History of British Psychology 1840-1940 (London: Methuen, 1964), 174. 

48 Myers would say in 1936 that he was “fired with the desire to apply psychology to medicine, industry and 
education” and that he felt uncomfortable “with the old academic atmosphere of conservatism and opposition to 
psychology” in Cambridge. Myers, 1936, pp. 224-225.  

49 Bartlett, "Remembering Dr. Myers: First Myers Lecture," 5. 



 72 

University, of Reader in Experimental Psychology. Thus medicine, physiology, and 
philosophy had little use then at Cambridge for the experimental psychologist.50 
 

Given his problems at Cambridge, he began looking for ways to expand psychology outside the 

university setting.  

1919 proved to be a busy year for Myers. He made Commander of the British Empire 

(CBE), made Fellow of his college, and began to restructure the constitution of the British 

Psychological Society. In each of these situations, his network of colleagues and acquaintances 

grew, including an event where he made the acquaintance of Henry J. Welch, a London 

businessman, who met with him to discuss the possibility of founding an institute devoted to 

applying the sciences of psychology and physiology to the problems of industry and commerce. 

By 1922, a year after the official founding of the NIIP, Myers resigned from Cambridge in order 

to devote himself full-time to serving as the NIIP’s principal director and expanding psychology 

internationally. Though he would leave the academy, he continued to see himself as contributing 

to the disciplines of psychology and physiology, but it was, he felt, imperative for psychology’s 

growth to look outside the academy. Cambridge had formed a critical element of who Myers felt 

he was, and from the historian’s prospective, his path during the interwar years shows how he 

struggled to create an institute outside the bounds of the academy.  

 

Part Two: Founding the National Institute of Industrial Psychology 

Myers worried about leaving his secure academic position at Cambridge, especially in the 

department he fought to start only 6 years earlier. He would later reflect in his autobiography that 

many of his academic colleagues believed that he had left the academy by “going into business,” 

                                                
50 Myers, "Charles Samuel Myers Autobiography," 215-230. 



 73 

revealing that even 15 years later, the decision weighed heavily on him.51 He admitted in this 

same autobiography that he frequently questioned whether the “reticence of a man of science” 

could build the community and popular interest necessary to develop industrial psychology in 

Britain, especially with his institute being “wholly unendowed.”52 Myers’s dismay that his 

decision to move into applied psychology – versus the experimental form that he helped develop 

at Cambridge – represented a move outside of the academy highlights the difficulties 

practitioners of applied psychology faced during the interwar period in Britain. When Myers left 

Cambridge to direct the NIIP, he hoped that he would continue his relationship with his 

colleagues there and that he could bring prestige to applied psychology; however, as this chapter 

will discuss, Myers was continuously waylaid by the specter of capitalism and the taint of 

commercialism. Indeed, Myers was arguably too much of an academic for business and too 

commercial for the academy.  

From the very beginning of the institute, its founders were concerned with public 

reception. Even the institute’s name became a hotly debated topic during a series of conferences. 

It was immediately apparent that the title could not include certain words, such as “human 

efficiency” or “scientific management” – terms that caused many to think of Taylorist forms of 

scientific efficiency – and would “incur the workers’ uncompromising opposition.”53 Myers 

viewed Taylorism as the “undue speeding-up and the loss of craft knowledge and individual 
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initiative.”54 He argued that the name needed to appeal to a variety of audiences, including 

“workers of all ranks” as well as to secure support from trade unions.55  

During the first meeting of the Provisional Institute Committee on Thursday, 24 April 

1919, the committee – consisting of Myers, Welch, and the Secretary Mr. Spiller – provisionally 

agreed that the Institute should be called the “Institute of Industrial Psychology.”56 About a week 

later, on 1 May, the men changed the title to the “Institute of Psychology and Physiology applied 

to Commerce and Industry.”57 Two months later, on the afternoon of Monday, July 28, 1919, 

Myers met again with a provisional committee in central London, including Eric Farmer, A. F. 

Lake, H. J. Welch, Robert C. Witt, and an unnamed secretary.58 Myers reported that he received 

cautionary advice from Sir Robert Hadfield via Sir A. R. Gregory. Hadfield was a proponent of 

worker welfare measures and one of the first employers to introduce the eight-hour work day. He 

strongly advised against any association with scientific management, exclaiming in no uncertain 

terms: “For heaven’s sake, keep Scientific Management out of it or you’ll offend labour.”59 His 

advice applied especially to the name of the institute as well as to broader issues of how the 

institute should position itself to gain benefactors and public support.  
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The institute’s name was critical for soliciting support – both financial and otherwise – 

from London business men, members of Parliament, the IFRB, and others. By 14 October 1920, 

the name shifted again to the “National Institute of Psychology and Physiology.”60 By the 

following February, nearly two years after the initial name debates, they dropped “physiology” 

and settled on the National Institute of Industrial Psychology, even though they did not have 

sanctioned national recognition in the same way as the National Physical Laboratory.61 Myers 

admitted in 1932, that the remaining name was not the most well-loved title but it served its 

purpose: to receive the “whole-hearted support of the rank-and-file of Labour in its activities.”62 

Later during the 1930s, the name continued to cause confusion, with many misunderstanding the 

name. For example, as will be discussed in the vocational guidance chapter, one of the biggest 

sources of confusion came from employers who worried that children who had received 

vocational guidance services from the Institute had been “institutionalized” and they wondered if 

the young person was “better now.” The institute decided to refer to itself mostly by its initials, 

“the N.I.I.P.” and later, more simply, as “the NIIP.”63  

Before the institute was founded, several organizations sought to conduct similar 

investigations into motion study and fatigue, but were floundering to find support. The proposed 

national factory scheme for conducting motion studies and similar experiments had collapsed in 

1919,64 and the fate of the Health of Munitions Workers Committee (HMWC), which was 
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created as a result of wartime exigencies, was in jeopardy with the war’s ending. The Industrial 

Fatigue Research Board (IFRB) successfully emerged from the ashes of the HMWC and fell 

under the direction of the Privy Council, as set out by the Home Office, the Department of 

Scientific and Industrial Research, and the Medical Research Council. The IFRB’s success 

derived from its expanded research areas, moving beyond just the purview of munitions 

productions, to address the general crisis in production. Its mission was:  

To consider and investigate the relations of the hours of labour and of other conditions of 
employment, including methods of work, to the production of fatigue, having regard both 
to industrial efficiency and to the preservation of health among the workers.65 
 

The IFRB’s goal was to focus primarily on ‘pure’ psychological research, and Myers was one of 

the first members appointed to its board in 1918. Myers initially felt the two organizations would 

be allies, with the NIIP serving as an intermediary between “pure” psychological research and 

industrialists. Indeed, as Doyle’s work shows, the IFRB proved a powerful ally of the NIIP 

during the 1920s; however, Doyle also shows that rivalries emerged when the two organizations 

increasingly overlapped in their aims, which made it difficult for each to clearly distinguish their 

purview.66 The IFRB also was a government-sponsored organization, whereas the NIIP had to 

rely on sponsorships, donations, and industrial research partnerships. Myers balked at the 

artificial separation between ‘pure’ and applied research, and struggled to find consistent 

benefactors and financiers for the institute. Legally established on February 11, 1921, the 

institute’s stated mission indicated that the NIIP sought “to promote and encourage the practical 
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application of the sciences of psychology and physiology to commerce and industry by any 

means that may be found practicable.”67 

 As the institute’s principal, Myers led a variety of initiatives to gain support for his 

institute. By exploring these initiatives, we can understand the difficulties he faced in trying to 

pursue what he considered to be an artificial separation between ‘pure’ and applied research, and 

the subsequent effects funding had on the types of research psychologists were able to conduct 

during the interwar period. In each of the following sections, I will detail how he tried to expand 

the bounds of psychological research and the obstacles he encountered as he negotiated with 

various publics. It would be Myers’s connections and resources that would allow him to shape a 

new discipline of psychology in Britain. Embedded in most decisions and maneuverings of the 

institute during the first twenty years were Myers’s beliefs in how science should be pursued, its 

relationship with contemporary politics, and a drive to focus on the human factors above all else.  

   

Building Public Support, Building Publics  

Myers had spent much of his academic career cultivating psychological research and 

expanding the discipline of psychology through the use of personal connections, journals, and 

new academic divisions at Cambridge, within the British Psychological Society (BPS), and 

within other academic societies. He took a similar path to carve out a space for industrial 

psychology. In 1919, he began petitioning for a new Industrial Psychology section of the BPS 

and remarked that “it is hoped in the near future to form further Sections for Social Psychology, 
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the Psychology of Aesthetics, Animal Psychology, etc.”68 Financial insecurities at the BPS 

helped move this goal along. Due to increased printing costs and competition from medical 

professionals and industry, the BPS reorganized and amended its membership criteria to include 

any person interested in psychological research, not only those actively engaged in it. By 1920, 

the membership quadrupled.69 The same year, Myers was elected its first president and 

petitioned the British Association to create a separate section devoted to psychology.  

Myers firmly believed that psychology was a natural science and should hold as 

prestigious a place as biology within the academy and society.70 Critical to Myers’s definition 

was that the methods of biology – observation and experimentation – formed an indelible part of 

the discipline, in the same ways that, in his view, they were becoming to be the critical methods 

within psychology. In the inaugural address given at the first meeting of the Industrial Section of 

the British Psychological Society on 25 April 1919, Myers detailed the evolution of psychology 

from a branch of philosophy to a science based on observation and experimentation. To do this, 

he related the evolution to the path taken by biology, which he contended was also once a “field 

of study for philosophers.”71 Most important to his comparison for the later development of the 

Institute was his description of how applied sciences developed from experimental methods, both 

in biology and then, in his own time, psychology. In his address, he discussed the four main 
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areas where psychology could be “profitably applied, namely to fatigue, movement study, 

vocational guidance and management.”72 

Myers’s mark on early British psychology was indelible, and his strength as an organizer 

derived from his numerous ties within British society. His active memberships in organizations – 

including, but not limited to, the BPS, the British Association, the London Eugenics Society, and 

his local – gave him a social network to draw upon to build prestige for industrial psychology. 

Unfortunately, these connections were not without their limitations. He feared that holding too 

close a relationship with commercial risked upsetting his academic colleagues, but commerce 

was a key public from which to solicit support. Myers needed access to workers and 

management to study fatigue and movement, and to industrial spaces to examine their effects on 

worker productivity. While commerce and industry would directly benefit from the science, they 

had one other factor that was critical to Myers and the NIIP: they had the financial resources to 

pay for the research. Because the NIIP received little to no funding from the state, support from 

other publics was critical. Funding was an issue from the start of the institute and would continue 

to plague it until the NIIP closed in 1976.  

Publics provide a variety of functions in the knowledge-making process. First, as Shapin 

and Schaffer have shown, all knowledge-making endeavors require support from audiences and 

communities because it is through communication that scientists derive credibility for their 

research.73 Second, especially in applied human sciences, publics are necessary to secure 

research subjects. Third, publics often provide financial support through direct-funding, grants, 

donations, fees for services rendered, and fundraising initiatives. 
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Publics and audiences are critical to the study of the NIIP because of how heavily the 

institute relied on its diverse publics for funding and prestige. As an independent research 

institute outside the university, benefactors were harder to gain. No university endowment or 

secure line of funding was available to pay for salaries or overhead, let alone to cover research 

expenses. Instead, Myers sought to find partners willing to cooperate to achieve his goals for his 

science. He often talked in terms of cooperation in framing the institute’s endeavors with its 

publics. Indeed, cooperation was a critical component for the NIIP for multiple reasons: the 

institute needed support from other scientists to gain prestige, especially because industrial 

psychology was a new field of study and experimental psychology more generally was still 

fighting for a place within British institutions. It needed support from the public who would use 

the institute for services like vocational guidance, or who would be participants in their research 

studies, and would hopefully benefit from the research being done. Finally, it needed support 

from donors, like the Rockefeller Foundation and the Carnegie United Kingdom Trust, and from 

industries like Cadbury and Rowntrees, who hired on part-time researchers to improve their 

chocolate factories.  

 

Human Factors 

The first way the institute tried to gain support from its various publics was to position 

itself against American forms of scientific management. During the 1920s, Myers used the term 

“human factor” as the rallying cry of industrial psychologists in Britain. His term directly 

opposed the mechanized robot worker depicted in Čapek’s play. Through the term “human 

factor,” the NIIP’s industrial psychologists sought to encapsulate all of the psychological and 

physiological traits that affected a worker’s performance – both those that benefited the worker 
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and the occupation, as well as those that had deleterious effects. Additionally, the researchers 

wanted to set their science of work apart from other forms of studying work like Taylorism and 

efficiency management. They viewed these other forms of study as emphasizing the machine and 

robotic elements of workers. In their view, these systems were antagonistic toward workers, 

pushing workers “from behind” rather than encouraging elements of their humanity. Human 

Factors research was designed to focus on the human elements of work like aptitudes, 

personality, temperament, and incentives in order to promote a more harmonious relationship 

between workers and employers. The underlying philosophy was that when workers were better 

suited to their jobs, they would be happier and healthier, and, as a result efficiency would 

increase.  

Human Factors directly opposed the model put forth by American mechanical engineer 

Frederick Winslow Taylor in his 1911 book, The Principles of Scientific Management. Taylor’s 

model of efficiency sought to apply principles of engineering to the human worker on the factory 

floor. He lauded time-motion studies as the best ways to increase human efficiency in the 

factory. But, his critics were numerous. The rallying cry against Taylor was that he was viewing 

man as a machine, one to be manipulated and controlled by the whims of industrialists and their 

stop-watch wielding “efficiency managers.” The common notion was that scientific management 

wanted to set time parameters on all aspects of the work day, even the frequency and duration of 

“obeying the laws of nature” – that is to say, using the lavatory.74 

Much has been written on Taylorism and its impact in and outside of the United States, 

particularly as it traveled into France and Germany.75 In his influential 1990 book The Human 
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Motor, Anson Rabinbach showed that Taylorism encountered many challenges when it came to 

Europe before the First World War, especially when it came into contact with existing European 

sciences of work. By focusing on the controversies in France and Germany, Rabinbach argued 

that Taylorism offered European sciences of work “significant opportunity to demonstrate claims 

to scientific superiority, but it also underscored its fundamental weakness – its manifestly 

academic character.”76  

The NIIP’s work was equally caught between industry and academia, but unlike in 

Germany, it was located outside the bounds of the academy. Within the British context, 

politicians, industrialists, and others turned to Taylorism as a potential solution to some of the 

most pressing problems of industrial inefficiency and labor shortages during the Great War. But, 

as the Institute’s name dispute and the Labor Party’s responses show, Taylorism and scientific 

management evoked the wrath of many workers. The Executive council placed a heavy premium 

on securing union support in 1921, especially in mining. Additionally, leading industries like the 

Quaker-run Cadbury and Rowntrees wanted to find more humane options for their business 

practices and turned away from Taylorism.  

 

Government Support 

The NIIP’s organizing committee, led by Myers and Welch, tried early on to secure 

support from the government, but was unsuccessful. In a 1919 letter, the committee appealed for 

sponsorship in the same manner as that received by the National Physical Laboratory, which was 
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a research facility in the physical sciences under the direction of the Royal Society. The 

committee sought to define the work their institute would conduct as scientific and critical to the 

well-being of the nation. The committee modeled the institute after the Lab in that they would 

carry out research work and also perform services for individual industrial firms. The organizing 

committee even referenced the 1902 speech given by the then Prince of Wales (future Edward 

VIII) at the opening of the National Physical Laboratory, in which he stated,  

“I believe that in the National Physical Laboratory we have the first instance of the State 
taking part in scientific research. The object of the scheme is…to bring scientific 
knowledge to bear practically upon our everyday industrial and commercial life, to break 
down the barrier between theory and practice, to effect a union between science and 
commerce.… Does it not show in a very practical way that the nation is beginning to 
realise that if its commercial supremacy is to be maintained, greater facilities must be 
given for furthering the application of science to commerce and industry?”77 
 

Myers and the organizing committee communicated their science in similar terms, explaining 

their goal:  

“[The institute] will apply scientific knowledge and research so as to improve conditions 
of management and labour, minimize monotony and fatigue, and eliminate as far as 
possible those factors which are producing industrial discord and lack of co-operation.”78 
  

They wanted to apply other sciences – specifically those of psychology and physiology – to the 

human elements of industry. Myers’s statement contends that if the nation believed that it was 

necessary to bring science and industry together, it could not focus only on the machine or 

physical elements of work, but it needed to also include the human factors. Myers’s medical and 

anthropological backgrounds led him to see the human factor, which included the care of humans 

in occupational settings as a critical element of industrial research. The emphasis on the 
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application of scientific knowledge was intended to differentiate the NIIP’s aims from those of 

the IFRB. However, even in the Institute’s own writings by 1932, it is clear that Myers could not 

see a path for the institute that did not combine both theory and practice: “[The Institute is a] 

scientific association for the theoretical and practical study of the human factor in occupational 

life.”79 

The type of activities the NIIP completed could be classified into three sections: “(a) 

research work, (b) services rendered for individual companies, firms and persons for which a fee 

is payable, and (c) educational work.”80 Included in the first category were research efforts for 

the government and other instances when the institute was “called upon to give information and 

assistance for which fees [could] not be charged.”81  

 

Leadership 

The leadership of the NIIP came from esteemed backgrounds and included academics, 

politicians, and leading industrialists. The elite staff helped develop prestige for the Institute by 

bringing their social connections and prominent backgrounds. Myers stepped into the role of 

Principal Director, while his co-founder Henry James Welch served as the institute’s first 

Chairman. Arthur Balfour, the First Earl of Balfour served as the first president until his death in 

1930. Balfour was a Conservative politician who served as Prime Minister from 1902 to 1905 

and Foreign Secretary from 1916 to 1919. The next two presidents were Edgar Vincent, 1st 
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Viscount D'Abernon, who was a Fellow of the Royal Society and former foreign service 

member, and Lord Macmillan.  

The Institute’s vice-presidents were equally as impressive as its presidents, many of 

whom served ranking positions in the Labour administration. The first was Viscount Haldane, an 

influential Scottish Liberal and later Labour imperialist politician. By the time of his vice-

presidency, he had become a leading intellectual on the philosophy of governance, with a strong 

focus on reforming education. He had served as Secretary of State for War from 1905-1912, and 

as Lord Chancellor between 1912 and 1915 for the Liberal party and then again in 1924 for the 

Labour administration. Other vice-presidents included the Marquess of Reading, Sir Josiah 

Stamp (English industrialist and statistician who became director of the Bank of England), and 

three presidents of the Royal Society: Sir Charles Sherrington, Lord Rutherford, and Sir 

Cowland/Gowland Hopkins. 

The choice to acquire such high-ranking elites as president and vice-president suggests 

not only the powerful social connections the executive committee held, but also the aims the 

institute had for itself and its positioning in British society. The leadership roles were more than 

simply figureheads, and each man made the effort to attend not just the annual galas but also play 

a role in the development and direction of the institute’s fundraising and annual goals. Such 

prestige afforded the institute special standing within society and encouraged more elite 

involvement at functions, especially the annual dinner which featured esteemed guest speakers 

like the Prince of Wales and Winston Churchill.  
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Initial Benefactors: Foundations, Trusts, and Grant-funding 

The bulk of the NIIP’s initial funding came from charitable foundations and private 

corporate sponsorship. Between 1921 and 1940, the institute received over £40,000 in the form 

of research grants from the Carnegie Trust, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the Heath Clark and 

Pilgrim Trusts.82 The money was designed to support educational research projects such as 

vocational guidance, including initiatives to find more employment opportunities for people with 

vision loss and blindness.83 Research grants from charitable foundations became more difficult to 

attain during the 1930s. For example, while the NIIP was able to extend its funding from the 

Rockefeller Foundation until 1932, two years beyond their initial agreement, charitable 

foundations ceased to provide the same level of research grants, and the institute transitioned to 

broader appeal work that focused on securing financial support from the general public and 

corporate sponsors. Although the institute continued to focus on educational work, these 

endeavors earned less money than industrial investigations. However, the decision to continue in 

educational research fit with the mission Myers and Welch had from the institute’s outset and 

was seen as the best way to build prestige for the institute because it closely aligned it with social 

reform movements. Research based on grant funding was frequently published in the institute’s 

journal and in other venues, particularly Nature, the Journal of Education, and The Lancet.84  
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While Doyle argues that the decision to pursue educational work was mostly based on 

financial and prestige reasons,85 the archives paint a different picture. Although finance and 

prestige were big pushes in that direction, research grants were not as profitable as industrial 

partnerships. Instead, Myers’s commitment to pursuing educational work can be seen as 

following a progression from the battlefields to industry. Myers was deeply concerned with the 

problems of industry affecting the British populace, especially the issue of “round pegs in square 

holes.” As will be discussed in the next chapter, he and his colleagues felt strongly enough about 

this issue that they began to present it as a public health concern. As shown in part one of this 

chapter, Myers was well-known for his interest in people. Thus, applied psychology was not just 

for industry’s benefit, but for the individual worker – even if they could not afford to pay. 

 

Initial Benefactors: Industrial Partnerships and the Specter of Capitalism  

The executive committee spent most of 1921 laying the groundwork for funding by 

sending out correspondence to raise funds. They directly contacted individuals, firms, and clubs, 

and posted advertisements in newspapers like the Daily Telegraph. The secretary contacted 

rotary clubs with the hopes to attract individual members as well as the club’s support.86 

Industrial partnerships were the largest sources of income for the institute. By 1930, industrial 

investigations brought in over £30,000 annually.87 While more profitable than research grants, 

they had more potential complications where it concerned publication of results and the intrusion 

– either in reality or perception – of commerce on science.  
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Rowntrees Cocoa Works was one of the first companies to express interest in the 

Institute. Its founder, Seebohm Rowntree was a vocal supporter of psychology’s application to 

industry and who had published a book on the subject in 1921, entitled The Human Factor in 

Business, which argued for the “careful and systematic attention to the human and psychological 

aspects of industry” as a way to benefit all involved in the industrial process.88 Rowntrees 

inquired early on about the possibility of securing exclusive access to the institute and its 

investigators over any of its competitors. The Institute declined to give exclusive rights to 

Rowntrees and suggested instead that the firm limit the NIIP investigators’ access to processes 

and methods of great secrecy.89 The NIIP’s executive committee also suggested that Rowntrees 

consider appointing a full-time investigator to the factory who would provide vocational 

guidance and selection and serve as “an expert adviser in motion study, fatigue study, [and] the 

effects of monotony in occupation.”90 Rowntrees chose the latter path and created an in-house 

Psychological Department, though it hired the NIIP investigators as consultants throughout the 

interwar period. Rowntrees would serve on the executive staff of the institute throughout the 

interwar period.  

The issue of secrecy and espionage would later become an issue between Rowntrees and 

their competitor Cadbury in connection with the NIIP’s work on Black Magic, a highly 

successful line of assorted chocolates packaged inside a plain black box. In 1932, Rowntrees 

hired a team of NIIP consultants, led by Nigel Balchin, to conduct market research on chocolate 

assortments as a way to compete with Cadbury’s top-selling Dairy Milk assortment. The plain 
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black box appealed to a wider market, including consumers at both higher and lower ends of the 

market. As Geoffrey Bunn explains though, the NIIP’s success with Black Magic quickly 

became a liability. Cadbury, which had been providing an annual bursary of £700, complained 

that their chief competitor had profited so greatly from the NIIP’s research and that the 

Rowntrees’ Company Director held a spot on the Institute’s executive committee.91 In response, 

Myers and the NIIP’s leadership refused any further commercially sensitive research, a decision 

that severely limited the institute’s funding sources. The decision had catastrophic effects on the 

institute’s ability to stay solvent in the 1930s. By 1937, the NIIP had a deficit of £4500.  

 

Securing Support through Outreach, Appeals, and Advertising  

The NIIP published frequent accounts of the work their researchers carried out and 

institute staff presented at a variety of venues. Journals, pamphlets, and trade books filtered into 

the public arena alongside public demonstrations of the institute’s services, private institute and 

factory tours for institute members and their guests, paid lecture courses at local universities, 

annual dinners attended by British elite, and privately hosted fundraising parties featuring large 

format pictures of vocational guidance tests and industrial settings. In regards to education, the 

NIIP consulted with teachers, research workers, and headmasters. They provided training 

opportunities for “future industrial psychologists, managers, welfare workers, engineers, and 

careers masters.” Additionally, they had arranged courses at the London School of Economics, 

the University of London’s Institute of Education, the University and Technical College of 

Glasgow, and for certain Local Education Authorities throughout the country.  
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In each venue, the institute’s appeal to the public for support included not just requests to 

spread knowledge of industrial psychology and its benefits, but pleas for donations and 

sponsorships. One particularly forthright call came in 1934, after grants from the Rockefeller 

Foundation and Carnegie Trusts ceased. In an article in which Myers detailed all of the work the 

institute had conducted between 1921 and 1934, he made a passionate case for why the institute 

needed to appeal to not just wealthy donors, but also to the “general public” including members 

of all economic backgrounds who could benefit from the spread of the NIIP’s work: 

“Ever since the creation of the world, it has seemed reasonable to review past work in 
order to rest assured of its value. But that is not the sole object of publishing this account 
of the researches conducted…. Research needs money – to meet the salaries of research 
workers and the cost of supervision, rooms, apparatus, clerical work and publication. So 
far the Institute has defrayed these expenses to no small extent from its own funds, but 
for the most part from special grants which have been generously bestowed by the 
Rockefeller and Carnegie Trusts and by certain other Bodies. But this handful of donors 
cannot be expected to finance the Institute’s researches permanently....Consquently a 
wider appeal to the general public becomes an imperative, if the Institute’s research work 
is to continue. Indeed this work must virtually cease within the next two years unless the 
public can be brought to appreciate and actively to show appreciation of its 
importance.”92 
 

In this account, Myers can be seen as constructing not just subjects of, but also publics for his 

new science. His appeal simultaneously defined who industrial psychologists were and who the 

public needed to be. Psychologists conducted research of value; they reviewed their 

methodologies and findings for value. Publics needed to cooperate with the Institute by 

providing funding and using their services – such as vocational guidance which it provided for a 

small fee. The ramification of not supporting his science, he explained, was that the institute’s 

great work would cease. He called upon his readership to understand that they bore responsibility 

                                                
92 An Account of the Research Work Carried out by the National Institute of Industrial Psychology During the Years 
1921-34 (London: National Institute of Industrial Psychology, 1934).  



 91 

for making industrial life better for all and that they had a financial obligation to support the 

Institute’s work if they wished it to continue.  

In this same report (as well as in numerous journal articles), Myers made clear that 

industrial psychologists were shaped by the work that they did and the workers that they 

researched. The intimate connections formed with research subjects during investigations 

required psychologists to get to know their subjects and to understand them both physically and 

psychologically. The subjects were people to understand, not machines to be controlled.93 

Stemming from his deep interest in human beings as individuals, Myers drew a clear distinction 

between the work that his organization did and the work done by efficiency engineers and those 

interested in Taylorism. Since the First World War, many Britons had become painfully aware of 

what scientific rationalization was. Myers went so far as to play up these fears in order to 

position industrial psychologists as an intermediary between workers and management that could 

help allay some of the problems that lay at the heart of contemporary labor disputes.94  

Appeals, advertising, and free public demonstrations were expensive undertakings, and 

the Finance Sub-Committee had to weigh its value against its costs. For example, in 1934, they 

considered a regional campaign in Leicester that would include a luncheon and demonstration of 

the Institute’s work. The committee estimated that there would be a £208 difference if they chose 

to include a demonstration of the motor drivers test the institute developed, on top of the £237 

for the rest of the event. The additional demonstration would require purchasing a new driving 

illusion machine (£100), packing it and transporting it (£8), and remuneration of the staff 
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94 In one article, the author, W. F. Watson, contends that the industrial psychologist functions as an “intermediary 
between workers and management.” W. F. Watson, "Worker’s Point of View XVIII. Stray Thoughts on Works 
Management," The Human Factor 8, no. 9 (1934): 312-322.  
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(£100).95 Though the drivers’ test was considered a test of high appeal and often attracted many 

onlookers at demonstrations, the Institute later found that it had trouble encouraging anyone to 

pay for the test. For the Leicester campaign, the committee eventually decided to reduce the size 

and scale of the event, but to prepare materials for a larger demonstration to be held in October 

of 1934.96 They were eventually able to reduce the expense to approximately £150. A similar 

demonstration in Nottingham cost £120 out-of-pocket with an additional £160 to compensate 

staff for their time.97  

 

Building Public Support Through Film 

From the beginning of the institute in 1921, the executive committee was interested in 

film as a way to build popular support.98 They commissioned a promotional film as a way to 

increase revenue and support for the institute and its services. According to the initial executive 

committee notes, the film would be used both for visitors to the institute and for audiences being 

addressed by institute lecturers.99 The black and white film was accompanied by a spoken 

interpretation of its points. A public release featured longer intertitles that described the activities 

depicted. The institute hoped the film would help to publicize the institute’s work, believing that 

                                                
95 Minutes of the Finance Sub-Committee, 5 April 1934, NIIP 5/1, LSE. 

96 Minutes of the Finance Sub-Committee, 7 June 1934, NIIP 5/1, LSE. 

97 Minutes of the Finance Sub-Committee, 11 July 1935, NIIP 5/1, LSE. 

98 Minutes of the Eighth Meeting of the Executive Committee of the National Institute of Industrial Psychology, 1 
Dec 1921, NIIP 2/1, LSE. 

99 “Report of the Sub-Committee Held October 23rd at 5.30 p.m. to consider the form of a function to mark the 
opening of the institute.” 23 October 1928, NIIP 2/3, LSE. 



 93 

the film would appeal to the public’s desire to see in addition to hear the institute’s work in order 

to be persuaded by it:  

“some people are much more susceptible to what they see than to what they hear. Most 
people are more impressed with ‘what’ they hear if they also see ‘how’ it has been 
accomplished.”100  
 

The film featured characters before and after they received the institute’s services. The executive 

committee preferred the film to slide shows, noting that the film would be “a more stimulating 

demonstration…than that obtainable by using lantern slides, which tend today to be considered 

old fashioned.”101 Arguably too, by using the latest technology, the NIIP hoped to show itself as 

a cutting edge research institute using the latest in technological and scientific research. The 

institute had long used slides and large format photographs to depict the tests and services they 

offered. The photographs hung on display at the institute for visitors and could be taken to 

demonstrations at local factories and at the homes of benefactors who hosted fundraising events.  

Completed in 1928, the first reel of the film was approximately 12.5 minutes in length 

(750 feet). It featured footage taken at four locations: Messers. Lyons Chocolate Factory in 

Greenford (demonstrating changes in methods of packing and covering chocolates, and of 

dipping fondants); Messers. Dent’s Printing Works in Letchworth (showing improved industrial 

relations and routings as well as reductions in fatigue from weight-carrying, supply anxieties, 

and fumes); Messers. Lyons Restaurant in Holborn (including the introductions the Institute 

made with a new stripping bench, service-tables and indicator.); and South Metropolitan Gas 

Works (reductions in weight-lifting, stopping, irrigation, manual cramp, discomfort from heat, 
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opening of the instititute’s.” 23 October 1928, NIIP 2/3, LSE. 
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and exertion, with consequent savings in time and material).102 While it was frequently used at 

various demonstrations, including local demos in smaller communities outside of London, by 

May 1933 the Vocational Guidance Sub-committee had voted to discontinue the use of the films, 

presumably because they were difficult to keep up-to-date and because of the costs to bring 

equipment to regional demonstrations.  

 

Building Public Support through Publications 

The Institute published a series of books, pamphlets, and a research journal to 

disseminate its research and spread the gospel of industrial psychology. Myers had years of 

experience serving as editor to academic journals including the British Journal of Psychology 

and Discovery, a journal devoted to the recent advances in scientific knowledge. His approach to 

the NIIP’s journal was different from that of these two higher-brow publications in that it was 

designed to reach multiple audiences. Originally entitled The Journal of the National Institute of 

Industrial Psychology, the journal changed names three times before the Second World War. In 

1932, Myers advocated changing the title to The Human Factor, a title that lasted until 1939, 

when it changed again to Occupational Psychology.  

By 1936, the executive committee was disgruntled with the content of the journal. 

Members complained that the quality of the articles were poor and that the title – then The 

Human Factor – was “too vague to make any specific appeal to potential readers.” Mr. Frisby 

said that the only satisfactory solution to the problem of interesting each section of the institute’s 

extremely varied public was to publish three journals – “a scientific quarterly, an industrial 
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monthly, and a vocational guidance monthly. For financial reasons, however, such a scheme was 

not practicable at present.”103  

The NIIP’s annual reports, journals, and other publications frequently included bequest 

forms to solicit funds from the public. Donations could be made on a single basis or withdrawn 

regularly. Donations came in most strongly for vocational guidance research, which the board 

agreed early on showed the most promise in terms of public support. Eventually vocational 

guidance would make-up nearly half of the institute’s interests during the interwar years, though 

it failed to provide the same percentage of revenue. The first research NIIP conducted in 1921 

was devoted to topics within vocational guidance and selection. Such research interests allowed 

them to become established as a registered charity in 1930, which provided tax benefits.104 

Another profitable venture for the Institute came with the success of a 33-part article 

series entitled “The Worker’s Point of View.” In January 1932, the Institute began to solicit 

“articles and communications from working men” on industrial life, suggestions for 

improvement, and their opinions on industrial matters. The editors advertised the series in their 

Notes of News section, stating: 

It is hoped in future episodes of the Journal to devote a special section to articles and 
communications from working men, and the Editor will be glad to receive matter suitable 
for inclusion. What is particularly required is either (i) facts about industrial life ‘from 
within,’ (ii) practical suggestions for the improvement of factory conditions, or (iii) 
statements of the worker’s point of view on matters such as rationalization. 
Communications need not be lengthy, and may take the form of articles, letters or 
“notes”; those published will be paid for.105  
 

                                                
103 Meeting Minutes, 25 March 1936, NIIP 7/4, LSE.  

104 Welch and Myers, Ten Years of Industrial Psychology, 93. 

105 "Notes of News," The Human Factor 6, no. 1 (1932): 35. 
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The series was designed to attract average workers to submit articles to the journal for 

publication and encourage readership, and thus membership, from fellow workers. The Institute 

later republished select articles from the series in a book. 

From the perspective examining publics, the series sought to turn apathetic workers and 

industrialists into primary publics who felt engaged in the issues at hand. The series emphasizes 

that even the workers believed industrialists should employ scientists in the factory to help solve 

workplace problems. In each article, the worker-author defined himself (or in one case, herself) 

as a worker, described a specific conflict in industrial life, and detailed how industrial 

psychology has been or could be applied to the situation. In each instance, the implicit or explicit 

argument was that “if science is to be applied to industry, the scientist must apply it.”106 Not the 

efficiency engineer. Not the management working alone. It must be with the cooperation of both 

the workers and management with industrial psychologists serving as a disinterested 

intermediary.  

The NIIP used these articles and others as a way to give workers a voice in the process 

and to categorize management’s potential responses to industrial psychology. It framed the 

trouble managers had with doing studies on their workers as being a problem of cooperation. 

Workers would feel coerced if management took the lead on the research. Yet, those managers 

who refused to use the Institute’s services were categorized as fearful of criticism, of the NIIP’s 

methods, or jealous that the institute may gain credit for recommendations. The articles argued 

that better management would overcome these fears and jealousies by learning that the industrial 

                                                
106  “If science is to be applied [to industry], the scientist must apply it.” John Gibson, “The Worker’s Point of View: 
Let the Scientist Try” Human Factor, Volume 6(4), April 1932, p. 137. 
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psychologist completes his investigation from a different and special point of view, namely “he 

has the time for systematic, scientific, co-operative study which is denied to management.”107 

 

Building Support: Location, Proximity, and Prestige 

 Even the location and physical premises of the Institute’s building became a factor in 

building prestige for the Institute and the discipline. For most of the Interwar period, the Institute 

rented space at Aldwych House, adjacent to the London School of Economics. However, when 

finances became increasingly tight in 1934, they petitioned their landlords for a reduction in rent. 

1935 was a better year financially, with increases in income from vocational guidance cases and 

lecture fees, but significant decreases in fees from industry investigations. In 1935, the issue of 

the lease expiration had led to conversations about constructing a building to permanently house 

the Institute, but the committee worried about making an appeal that focused solely on the 

building. Myers outlined the estimated annual needs of the Institute at £4000 for research, £2000 

for National work, £3000 for educational work, and £1000 for assisted vocational guidance. In 

addition, they hoped to raise a capital sum of £50,000 for a building.  

Mrs. Courtauld petitioned for the committee to hire a professional appeal organization to 

raise such large sums of money and that their advice should be sought in determining which lines 

to appeal. Myers found Mrs. Courtauld’s petition persuasive. He was keen to reduce the amount 

of appeals he personally took on for fundraising, but the Chairman wanted to have an individual 

approach “wealthy persons who might be persuaded to give large sums to the Institute.”108 For 
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several months, Myers continued to devote his time to publicity work and public appeals on the 

request that he had help from other executive staff in the future.109  

By November 1935, the committee received counsel from an outside consultant, Mr. W. 

A. Read, on an appeal plan. Read outlined a scheme for financing a building using interest-free 

debentures, redeemable at the end of a 25-year period. Further, he explained that,  

“The Institute’s chance for obtaining money for its research and educational activities 
was slender in the existing circumstances. If, however, the Institute were housed in its 
own home it should be very much easier to raise money for these purposes.”110  
 

He added that a suitable organizer must be found for the appeal, who would be paid a fee 

contingent on the completion of the work, rather than a salary, flat fee, or commission. The all-

or-nothing approach would, he argued, assured the job was done satisfactorily. Read later 

identified the characteristics of the person who would best fulfill the job of appeal organizer:  

“it was essential to have a man of independent income, good address, who could easily 
obtain access to potential subscribers, and who was willing to spend money in making the 
necessary social contacts.”111  
 

The organizer would need to secure subscriptions ranging from £500 to £5,000. Read suggested 

that subscribers at the top tier donation of £5,000 be entitled to having a room in the building 

named after them. The building would have spaces available for rental, allowing the institute to 

net £6,000 annually while having to pay no rent itself. Read identified several locations that 

would keep the Institute near other scientifically-prestigious associations, including renting part 

of the buildings adjoining the British Medical Association.112  
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 The relocation plan eventually fell apart as finances continued to be a significant problem 

in 1936, when, over the summer, the deficit was so large that they dismissed multiple 

investigators, lowered the salaries of all remaining staff, and ceased contributions to pension 

funds.113 By the end of 1936, the Appeal had helped the Institute secure funding from several 

new sources, including the Imperial Chemical Industries Ltd., The Central Mining and 

Investment Corporation, The Rowntree Trust, and the British Drug House, among others.114 

Other individuals increased their subscription rates and businesses like the Dunlop Rubber Co. 

increased their donations.  

 
Figure 3.3. Map of the NIIP. NIIP 12/6, LSE. 

 

Myers continued to look toward university fundraising as a model for the Institute. He 

reported in May 1937, that a “considerable sum of money” had been raised for the construction 

of buildings at London University through a luncheon. He suggested the Institute arrange a 
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similar luncheon on behalf of the Institute.115 By the following month, the Finance sub-

committee was discussing the looming possibility of insolvency.116  

The largest discussion of the public occurred around the topic of Appeal, and how the 

Institute should aim an appeal: for raising money for general purposes or only for research and 

educational purposes. By July 1937, the question was no longer one of propriety but of necessity. 

The Institute could no longer support itself without having the Appeal funds cover general 

expenses, though the General Director committed himself to picking up more work in publicity 

and advertising.117 He would later place the deficit blame on “the fact that the industrial 

investigations staff was not fully employed. On the present basis, the Institute was too much 

dependent on the fees earned by investigation work.”118  

 

Conclusion  

Charles Myers, the man behind the desk staring down the robot, encountered many 

obstacles in his pursuit to develop industrial psychology. When he left Cambridge, he started the 

NIIP with a staff of two in 1921. By 1930, it grew to fifty. By the end of the interwar period, it 

had grown to be an invaluable source of employment for British psychologists, including many 

women.119 To grow such an institute without an endowment was a large undertaking that 
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diverted Myers from his own research agenda and towards a constant stream of negotiations with 

various publics through fundraising, popular publishing, and mentoring.  

The economic depression of the 1930s were tough on the institute, and after Myers 

decided to stop performing commercially sensitive research, it had fewer potential clients. 

Research grants from the Rockefeller, Carnegie and other trusts dried up and the small flow of 

subscriptions and donations slowed to a trickle. Myers, as the principal director, was left the 

burden of fundraising, a task “he found both difficult and distasteful.”120 Simultaneously in the 

thirties, began the antagonistic relationship with the Medical Research Council and the affiliated 

Industrial Health Research Board.121 Combined with the conflicts Myers began to have with the 

business men on his executive committee, it comes as little surprise that the Institute was on the 

brink of financial insolvency as the Second World War drew near. As former NIIP staffer Alec 

Rodgers reflected in 1970, “in spite of the fact that he had a business background, [Myers] 

disagreed with some of them frequently. He was not commercially-minded enough for them.”122  

When we examine Myers’s engagements, one should wonder how his career as an 

academic influenced his interactions. In many ways he clung to the template of the elite 

academic who relied on his social network and publishing to build influence for his discipline. 

He was as uncomfortable in fundraising as he was in business. His life of the mind and his 

pursuit of science for the benefit of research all became liabilities as he moved into the business 

world, which desired competition and corporate secrecy, goals anathema to the science he hoped 

would influence public action and policy.  
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 By the time of Myers’s sudden death in 1946, applied psychology had undergone 

dramatic changes, in part due to Bartlett’s laboratory-based research at the Applied Psychology 

Research Unit in Cambridge, which was founded in 1944. Bartlett’s laboratory would prioritize 

controlled conditions within applied psychology, which Myers had abandoned.123  

  

                                                
123 Bunn, "‘A Flair for Organization’: Charles Myers and the Establishment of Psychology in Britain." 
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Figure 3.4. Black and white photograph of Winston Churchill and two other men at the N.I.I.P. 

annual dinner. NIIP 17/1/24, LSE. 
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Figure 3.5. H.R.H The Prince of Wales leaving Aldwych House after his visit to the N.I.I.P. on 
November 6, 1931. NIIP 17/1/38, LSE.
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CHAPTER 4 

“ROUND PEG IN A SQUARE HOLE”: MEDICALIZING THE OCCUPATIONAL MISFIT 

THROUGH SCIENTIFIC VOCATIONAL GUIDANCE 

“Unless the worker is a real misfit – a real round peg in a square hole – then his job will 
be something more than a dull matter of being a hired human machine, it will be a 
personal affair in which the solution of the immediate problem will be of supreme 
interest. In short, he will work, not because he has to, but because he likes it, and he will 
be no more deliberately idle than a man writing a play or painting a picture. It will not be 
necessary to goad that man on to work.”  
– Nigel Balchin, “On Wasting Time” (1934)1 

 
“The misfit is one of the greatest tragedies in industry. He is a charge to the employer, to 
the trade union, and to the State.”  
– C.A. Oakley, “The Industrial Misfit” (1934)2 

 

Introduction 

Analogies frequently appeared in the NIIP’s publicity efforts. Encompassing a wide 

range of comparisons from “hired human machine[s]” to “Robots” to “round pegs in square 

holes,” metaphors and other analogies highlighted existing power relationships between workers 

and employers, and they allowed industrial psychologists a way to name the problems they 

hoped their science would ameliorate. Workers desired to be more than “hired human 

machine[s]”3 because they were not “robots.”4 Employers wanted to avoid industrial misfits who 

were decried as “round pegs in square holes.” While most of the metaphors expressed the 

                                                
1 N. M. Balchin, "On Wasting Time," The Human Factor 8, no. 1 (1934): 4-5. 

2 C. A. Oakley, "The Industrial Misfit," The Human Factor 8, no. 4 (1934): 123. Based on a Loudon Public Lecture 
given at the Glasgow University Engineering Department on December 6, 1933.  

3 Balchin, "On Wasting Time," 4-5. 

4 "Publications Recently Received: Robots or Men?," The Human Factor 6, no. 1 (1932). 
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desirable and undesirable characteristics of workers, the journals also included frequent 

references to another comparison: that of industrial psychologist as medical physician. This 

curious comparison occurred almost exclusively in the institute’s public-facing literature on 

vocational guidance beginning in the early 1930s. In pamphlets, journal articles, and 

advertisements, the institute’s industrial psychologists were lauded for their attention to the 

human factors of vocational guidance and for the specialized training they received in these 

areas. Their methods were compared to that of a medical physician, whose craft relied on a 

mixture of science and a subtle art of practice based on years of extensive training. Whereas the 

other analogies were figurative, the comparison to the medical profession became more than a 

simple rhetorical strategy: it was an aspirational goal. 

In this chapter, I explore the analogy of industrial psychologist as medical physician that 

featured prominently in the institute’s vocational guidance publicity campaigns. I show how the 

analogy allow us to understand how the institute’s executive staff sought to define and shape 

work relationships. At stake for the institute were socially-minded goals to expand employment 

and educational opportunities for women and disadvantaged youth based on measures of merit 

rather than class.5 The comparison allowed industrial psychologists to make certain claims about 

vocational guidance and the problem of industrial misfits. The institute asserted a kinship 

between vocational guidance and medicine for two interrelated reasons. First, it declared that the 

NIIP researchers’ expertise was more valuable than that of other providers of vocational 

guidance. This maneuvering provided researchers more power to provide support for certain 

young people to move into new occupations and educational opportunities. These opportunities 

                                                
5 Note: measures of merit often included class-based assumptions. See John Carson, The Measure of Merit : Talents, 
Intelligence, and Inequality in the French and American Republics, 1750-1940 (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2007). 
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were not unproblematic, however, and were often limited to children from certain areas of 

England and highlighted class-based effects of vocational guidance. Second, the kinship the NIIP 

highlighted between medicine and psychology was part of a broader trend in British psychology 

to orient psychology toward medicine. Although vocational guidance relied on experimentation, 

the medical view emphasized the applied nature of psychological work and substantiated the 

need for the discipline by aligning its purpose with an expanded national social welfare program 

and contemporary calls for broader public health initiatives.  

 This chapter pays careful attention to the explanations the NIIP gave to non-specialist 

audiences about the efficacy and uses of vocational guidance. I draw on several widely-

circulated pamphlets, books, and radio addresses, each of which relied on comparing the 

industrial psychologist to a physician as a way to substantiate the claim that vocational guidance 

needed to be done by trained industrial psychologists. In light of contemporary fears of worker 

mechanization, such an emphasis on the medical worked to legitimate a specific form of expert 

intervention and attempted to further the notion of psychology as a nationally significant form of 

applied science. By medicalizing patterns of behavior, the institute attempted to substantiate the 

need for the discipline by claiming that industrial misfits were a looming public health crisis for 

which the only cure was the specialized assistance of industrial psychologists. In so doing, the 

institute aligned itself with the expanding national social welfare programs of the interwar period 

and entwined itself with contemporary conversations on eugenics.  

 

The Problem of Youth Unemployment 

 From the institute’s beginnings, its executive staff believed that one of its main missions 

would be to provide scientific vocational guidance to young people of all backgrounds. It aimed 
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to provide services to broad sections of society by conducting individualized examinations on 

clients who could afford the fees, clients who needed financial assistance to cover the cost of 

examination fees,6 and “other cases sent by probation officers and charitable institutions and 

several presenting psycho-neurotic symptoms or other mental disturbances or defects.”7 The staff 

hoped that by addressing youth unemployment and other vocational problems of young people, 

the institute could help address one important facet underlying unemployment and social 

inequities.  

Unemployment was a persistent plague of the interwar years, with an average rate of 14% 

unemployment between 1921 and 1939 – peaking in 1921 at 16.9% and again in 1932 at 22.1%. 

More than one million workers were unemployed at any given point; increasing to between 2.9 

and 3.75 million from September 1932 and January 1933.8 Long term unemployment, lasting 

longer than 12 months, became a more common problem in the early 1930s. To address these 

issues, economists, social scientists, and politicians all looked to ways to identify causes, social 

consequences, and possible solutions. Economists and business owners had long been aware of a 

regular boom-and-bust cycle resulting from a heavy reliance on import and export with overseas 

nations. Unemployment had been categorized as a cyclical or seasonal affliction in some 

industries since the 1880s, but rapidly changing economic conditions in the interwar period 

heightened these issues. Given the need for Britain to import over half of its food supply and 

nearly all of the raw materials needed for industry, the island nation was particularly vulnerable 

to economic fluctuations of its major trading partners, especially the United States, Germany, 

                                                
6 Minutes of the Meeting of the Executive Committee, 4 May 1925, NIIP 2/2, LSE. 

7 Welch and Myers, Ten Years of Industrial Psychology, 25. 

8 Stephen Constantine, Unemployment in Britain between the Wars (Harlow: Longman, 1995), 3. These numbers 
include those who were insured and estimates of the unemployed workers who did not register as unemployed.  
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and France.9 Additionally, the cascading effects of the American Great Depression on its 

European trading partners from 1929 through 1932 caused a reduced demand for British goods, 

as did the emergence of overseas competition and rising tariffs.  

Though unemployment was a national concern, it affected certain economic sectors and 

geographical regions more than others. Hit hardest were those sectors involved in export 

industries, which tended to cluster in specific regions of the country. A survey by The Pilgrim 

Trust found that long term unemployment concentrated in areas like Northern Ireland, Scotland, 

Wales, Northern England, and the Midlands.10 Coal miners, cotton operatives, shipbuilders, and 

iron and steel workers frequently found themselves out of work, with some trades indicating 

nearly 50% of insured workers unemployed.11 After 1932, unemployment rates improved, but 

not in export industries. Instead, it was domestic-facing ones that were able to provide Britons 

with jobs, services, and goods. Workers who could make the transition to new types of jobs had 

higher chances of finding steady employment, but employers feared the costs of hiring workers 

who could not do the job satisfactorily. Some employers looked to industrial psychology as a 

way to identify potential employees and avoid “misfits.” The NIIP’s staff advertised vocational 

guidance as serving both young job seekers, especially those between the ages of fourteen and 

twenty, and employers who hoped to identify potential employees and avoid “misfits.” 

The institute’s vocational guidance and education researchers focused mostly on the 

problems faced by youth, whom they argued were particularly vulnerable to entering 
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(New York: Routledge, 2013), 68.  
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overcrowded, “blind alley” occupations that would leave them with few skills and jobless once 

they entered their adult years. Industries often only hired juveniles for a few years before letting 

them go in favor of even younger people who required less pay. Once employees reached the age 

of sixteen, firms were required to pay to the unemployment insurance fund and pay more 

generous minimum wages. The problem of blind alley occupations was especially fraught for 

those of lesser means who had little opportunity for advanced education and/or were located in 

heavily industrial areas where employment opportunities were limited for older youth.  

During the interwar years, nearly 70% of youth left school and joined the workforce at 

the age of fourteen.12 Of these, boys from working class backgrounds had substantial difficulty 

escaping a future as an “industrial nomad” – a term frequently given to a worker who could hold 

down a job for no more than nine months at a time. The short-lived nature of their employment 

constrained their ability to learn useful industrial skills that could help them gain steady 

employment as adults – leading to futures where casual, unskilled employment was significantly 

more likely in their adult years.13 Formal apprenticeships were on the decline during the interwar 

years. They were also largely unavailable to recent school leavers of fourteen years of age 

because entry often began at sixteen for boys and fifteen-and-a-half for girls. Officials and public 

intellectuals worried that during the interim years between school-leaving and the start of an 

                                                
12 John Jewkes and Sylvia Jewkes, The Juvenile Labour Market (London: V. Gollancz, 1938), 11; David Fowler, 
The First Teenagers: The Lifestyle of Young Wage-Earners in Interwar Britain (London: Woburn Press, 1995), 2. 
The English Education system had undergone a series of changes in the decades before the Great War, and 
continued to experience dramatic changes throughout the interwar period. Under the Fisher Education Act of 1918, 
elementary education up to the age of fourteen was made compulsory and free, raising the age of school-leaving 
from 12 to 14. By 1936, the leaving age was raised to 15. Additional legislation changed the funding structures of 
schools, including the 1929 Local Government Act that converted Poor Law Schools into state-funded elementary 
schools. The elementary school period ended at about eleven years of age, and from that point on, children were 
distributed to various types of school, including senior schools, higher elementary schools, central schools, junior 
technical schools, trade schools, grammar schools, high schools, and Public Schools.  

13 Jewkes and Jewkes, Juvenile Labour Market; Fowler, The First Teenagers, 7. 
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apprenticeship, juvenile unemployment would demoralize young people and hinder their abilities 

to acquire gainful employment as adults. As one contemporary, Isaac Dipenhorst, wrote in 1931: 

[Juvenile unemployment] is indeed of great consequence, not only because even a 
relatively small period of unemployment may tend to demoralise and to effect the 
employability of the average boy or girl, but also for the reason that it is exceedingly 
important that the rising generation should grow up under favourable circumstances, for 
“the unemployed boy of is the unemployable man of to-morrow”. Enforced idleness 
during youth is the royal road to adult unemployability.14  

Some researchers and social scientists, like Dipenhorst, argued that juvenile unemployment 

needed its own research program because it was a separate problem from adult unemployment 

and required specific policy solutions. Juveniles, they argued, faced unique challenges as a result 

of their age and the characteristics so common of adolescence.  

 The NIIP sought to expand the use of juvenile vocational guidance and appealed to the 

Ministry of Labour and Local Education Authorities (LEAs) to create favorable local and 

national policies to support their efforts. The first step was to get more young people and their 

parents to understand the importance of vocational guidance. A 1927 report from the Ministry of 

Labour estimated that fewer than 20% of youth received vocational advice prior to entering the 

workforce; despite initiatives from the nationally-funded Juvenile Employment Bureaus, the 

NIIP’s vocational guidance division, and other similarly focused private companies.15 When the 

institute hired Dr. Angus Macrae in 1925, he was charged with increasing the scope and outreach 

of the division. He chose to use the language of public health to build public support.16  

                                                
14 Isaac Nicolaas Theodoor Diepenhorst, Juvenile Unemployment and How to Deal with It (Amsterdam: Drukkerij 
Holland, 1931), 2. 

15 Ministry of Labour, Report of the Committee on Education and Industry, England and Wales (HMSO: London, 
1926), 16.  

16 Macrae began working for the institute on 16 March 1925 and resigned in mid-1934 when he became secretary 
and then vice-president of the British Medical Association and wasn’t able to devote as much time to the NIIP. 
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Developing the Vocational Guidance Section 

 Basing its initial examinations on clerical tests developed by Dr. Cyril Burt in 1921, the 

Vocational Section of the NIIP was established in 1922 with Burt as its head. The team, 

including Burt, Miss Pelling, Winifred Spielman Raphael, and Mr. M. A. Tagg, quickly began 

developing tests to cover a wider range of occupations, including dressmaking, millinery, and 

engineering.  17 The staff designed physical and paper-and-pencil tests to gauge a client’s manual 

dexterity, intelligence, temperament, and more. When partnered with interviews conducted by 

qualified examiners, the tests were designed to give a holistic examination of the strengths and 

weaknesses of the client. At the end of the testing and interviews, specially trained institute 

psychologists provided clients occupational advice based on their findings. Later vocational 

guidance staff included F. M. Earle, who replaced Burt as the department head, Angus Macrae, 

Mary Stott, and Alec Rodger.  

Researchers simultaneously developed tests and experiments for both vocational 

guidance and selection. Though the two areas had substantial overlaps that could not be divorced 

from one another, the researchers saw the fields as distinct in their aims and goals. They did their 

best to narrowly define vocational guidance as separate from vocational selection. Early in 1921, 

the institute’s principal director, Charles Myers, argued that the differences lay in determining 

who the primary benefactor was: the individual or the industry – though the goal was that both 

the individual and the industry would ultimately benefit from the science. Myers reasoned that 

vocational guidance was “a policy that attempts, on a scientific basis, to guide each individual 

into an occupation for which his psycho-physiological constitution fits him.” The focus was on 

the needs of the individual and researchers asked, “for what occupation is this or that individual 

                                                
17 Welch and Myers, Ten Years of Industrial Psychology, 28-29. 
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best fitted?”18 Vocational selection, on the other hand, focused on the needs of a particular 

industry, and asked the question “Is this or that individual fitted for this particular occupation?”19 

Musico admitted that the barrier between guidance and selection could be artificial in some 

situations, such as in large companies with many open positions in which an individual may be 

fitted. Traditionally, managers only considered vocational selection, but the NIIP’s Board 

reasoned that given the current social and political situations in Britain, vocational guidance now 

required an answer and an adequate answer “demand[ed] extensive investigations.”20 Myers 

argued that his institute could provide these answers by serving as a venue for both research and 

practice.  

Myers and his colleagues like Bernard Musico from the IFRB contended that an 

experimental psychology such as industrial psychology needed to conduct investigations into the 

efficacy and best practices of vocational guidance and selection in order to “slowly lead to a 

satisfactory vocational guidance policy.”21 They believed that institutes like the IFRB and the 

NIIP were critical for scientific studies of industry because managers could not adequately 

separate themselves from the industry’s goals and focus also on the benefits of the worker. 

Myers explained that the differences between managers and psychologists lay in their training 

and that modern managers were no longer able to pay as much attention to the human factors of 

their workers: 

                                                
18 B. Musico, Vocational Guidance. (A Review of the Literature). Reports of the Industrial Fatigue Research Board 
General Series 4. (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1921), 5. 

19 Musico, Vocational Guidance, 5. 

20 Musico, Vocational Guidance, 5. 

21 Musico, Vocational Guidance, 5. Emphasis in original.  
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“When we bear in mind that the manager is chosen chiefly for his knowledge of technical 
and commercial details, and the foreman chiefly for his knowledge of craftsmanship and 
machinery, the need for a special class of person trained in the principles and methods of 
industrial psychology and physiology, and engaged in helping to solve the problems in 
which the human factor plays an important part, becomes essential in the modern 
developments of industrial and commercial businesses…. The old days of the personal 
touch between employer and employee are no longer possible in the modern huge 
concerns. They gave way to a traditional stage in which the employee no longer counted 
as an individual but came too often to be regarded as an inanimate cog in a vast inanimate 
profit-making mechanism, only to be scrapped, like the rest of the machinery, when it 
had become useless.”22 

Managers were not the only ones unsuited to consider the human factors of industry. Myers 

lambasted the scientific background of efficiency engineers, saying that they were “wholly 

untrained in the principles of physiology and psychology and were singularly blind to the 

modern aspirations of Labour.”23 In essence, scientific management was about fitting the man to 

the machine; whereas Myers’s industrial psychology was about also fitting the machine to the 

man, woman, boy, or girl at its helm. The NIIP argued that they took a humanistic approach to 

the problems of industry, and worked to serve all levels of Labour, not just management.  

Unfortunately, here in lies the rub. Many wondered if industrial psychology was just old 

wine in new bottles. By 1930, the Institute had several competitors for vocational guidance each 

claiming to perform the same essential tasks for juvenile job-seekers. Myers and his colleagues 

took aim at many of the vocational guidance initiatives. They believed their institute was filling 

both a national need as well as the personal needs of individuals. As one of its researchers stated 

in 1931, the Institute sought “to make life easier and more happy for the employee, and in doing 

                                                
22 C. S. Myers, Business Rationalisation : Its Dangers and Advantages Considered from the Psychological and 
Social Standpoints Three Lectures Given at the London School of Economics, under the Heath Clark Bequest to the 
National Institute of Industrial Psychology (London: Sir Isaac Pitman & Sons, Ltd., 1932), 70-71. 

23 C. S. Myers, “The Attitude of Employees to the Institute’s Investigations,” 99-100.  
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so, to benefit at once employee, employer and society in general.”24 The Institute argued that 

vocational guidance would benefit a range of social problems including social unrest, crime, 

delinquency, nervous breakdown, industrial discontent, and mental disease.25 

The 1930s saw a rise in social scientific investigations about youth employment 

throughout England and Scotland. The non-NIIP investigations primarily took the form of 

surveys as a way to understand the nature of the problems affecting young wage-earners and 

assess existing public policy. For example, in 1933, John Jewkes and Allan Winterbottom 

published the results of a juvenile unemployment survey they undertook in Lancashire and 

Cumberland, two of the industrial areas badly hit by the Depression.26 They discussed the 

general problem, explained the limitations of existing policy, and suggested possible future 

action. They concluded that much like in other depressed industrial areas, the problem stemmed 

from regional over-specialization. While each area had its own peculiarities based on the 

industries located there, the problem of youth labor remained remarkably consistent: more youth 

would enter the job market than could be maintained into adulthood.27 Jewkes conducted other 

surveys to gauge how quickly school leavers obtained employment, how long they stayed in that 

position, how they spent their leisure time, as well as other questions ensuring that the youth 

were staying out of trouble and had the possibility of improving their education.28 

                                                
24 N. Balchin, "The Psychological Difficulties of the Institute’s Work. ," The Human Factor VII, no. 7-8 (1933): 
257. 

25 Doyle, Aspects of the Institutionalisation of British Psychology, 89-90.  

26 John Jewkes and Allan Winterbottom, Juvenile Unemployment (London: George Allen and Unwin, Ltd., 1933). 

27 Jewkes and Winterbottom proposed raising the age of school-leaving to 15. This would allow young workers 
more time to gain skills to meet the needs of matching Japanese competition.  

28 Jewkes and Jewkes, Juvenile Labour Market. 
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The NIIP’s studies took a different approach in their investigations. Instead of producing 

surveys to assess and suggest policy initiatives, the institute conducted experiments to evaluate 

the effectiveness of vocational guidance on later employment status. The NIIP was interested in 

a wide range of research questions on vocational guidance, including whether practice and 

coaching could affect scores on mental tests, the earliest age at which vocational guidance could 

be considered reliable, and the dangers of untrained teachers giving and scoring intelligence 

tests.29 Of particular interest was effectiveness of the source of vocational guidance, such as from 

a school headmaster, teacher, parent, or the Juvenile Employment Bureaus. These investigations 

helped them differentiate their form of scientific vocational guidance from other vocational 

advice. At their core, the investigations sought to show how applied psychology could 

systemically identify the root causes of social problems and suggest science-based policy 

solutions. 

Since just before the First World War, many young people and their parents used the 

Juvenile Employment Committees for vocational advice, which was available in all of the 

principal centers of industry as a result of a joint initiative by the Ministry of Labour and Local 

Education Authorities. However, these services lacked a systematic procedure of identifying 

potential vocations for British youth and the advice given was often uneven. In his landmark 

study on British youth, historian David Fowler argues that the Juvenile Employment Bureaus 

(JEBs) were a frequent target of criticism – they were impersonal, the name offended older 

                                                
29 Minutes of the Meeting of the Vocational Guidance Sub-Committee of the NIIP, 14 February 1935, NIIP 3/3, 
LSE. 
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teenagers who resented the ‘odious’ term ‘juvenile’, and the word “Bureau” led to a stigma that 

they were a “vast and impersonal administrative machine.”30  

The NIIP published articles airing grievances the public had about the JEBs. In 1936, 

Myers published an article in The Human Factor by T. K. Cross that lamented the dangers posed 

by a bureaucratic machine whose energies were frequently diverted to matters of unemployment 

insurance (known popularly at the “Juvenile Dole” or the “little dole”).31 Cross particularly 

honed in on the need for the JEBs to provide “advice for the individual in choosing a career, 

[and] help for the individual in adjusting himself to a new life”32 While Cross did not explicitly 

discuss the NIIP’s vocational guidance services, Myers’s choice to publish the article coincided 

chronologically with the NIIP’s increased efforts to publicize the need for individual evaluation 

of children of school-leaving age at a designated institute supported by government policy. 

The Institute had other competitors, both private and government-sponsored, including 

the IFRB, the Truman and Knightley agency, and staff at secondary schools. The Truman and 

Knightly agency produced a monthly publication, The Journal of Careers, that featured articles 

on vocational opportunities in various professions, business, and industry. Designed for 

secondary schools and their pupils, the agency issued many of the articles as reprints in pamphlet 

form. They had two series, one for boys and one for girls. Titles included, “The Prospect of 

Horticulture as an Opening for Young Men,” “Careers in the Wool Textile Industry,” “Clerical 

Class Vacancies for Boys and Girls,” and “Careers for the Girl with Modern Language 

                                                
30 Fowler, The First Teenagers, 31.  

31 T. K. Cross, "Social Service or Bureaucracy: A Problem for the Juvenile Employment Departments and Bureaux," 
The Human Factor 10, no. 10 (1936): 347-350. Also mentioned in Fowler, The First Teenagers, 21.  

32 Cross, "Social Service or Bureaucracy,” 350. Emphasis in original. 
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Qualifications.”33 Truman and Knightly provided a Careers Advisory Bureau service that 

provided fee-paying clients with a “written report of the psyche of the child, setting out in full 

[the examiner’s] conclusions on mind, character, disposition, personality, and vocational 

advice.”34 The fees for the career advisory ranged from 10s. 6d. to three guineas. The primary 

readership of The Journal of Careers, and the likely intended audience of their career advisory 

program were private school students who had the social and educational privileges to enter 

more professional careers. The Institute looked into buying out the Truman and Knightly agency 

in the hopes that acquiring their publication would help position the NIIP as a provider of 

vocational guidance for a broader range of clients.35 However, the decision was deferred at 

several executive staff meetings and ultimately dropped.  

 Publications served as one of the main ways the NIIP advertised their services. The 

Institute had a long track record of publishing and speaking about their vocational services to a 

variety of publics, including youth, their parents, school administrators, local government 

authorities, and Members of Parliament. During the 1930s, Macrae and other institute staff gave 

demonstrations and lectures at the Institute on Wednesday afternoons and Saturday mornings. 

Staff also traveled to schools, parents’ associations, and other organizations throughout the 

country to deliver lectures. For instance, in 1932, Macrae gave a series of lectures on the topic to 

Parent-Teacher Associations across England and Scotland, as well as free public lectures at the 

London School of Economics and the University of Bristol. He and his colleagues also offered a 

                                                
33 Franklin Jefferson Keller and Morris S. Viteles, Vocational Guidance Throughout the World : A Comparative 
Survey (New York: W.W. Norton, 1937), 96-97. 

34 As quoted in Keller and Viteles, Vocational Guidance Throughout the World, 97. The agency also provided other 
services, including a teachers’ employment agency and an agency for the placement of pupils in schools. 

35 Minutes of the Meeting of the Executive Committee of the National Institute of Industrial Psychology, 7 May 
1931, 2 July 1931, NIIP 2/3, LSE.  
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certificate programs in techniques of vocational testing at the University of London’s Institute of 

Education consisting of a series of lectures and a practicum for students. 

Though they offered courses for those interested in providing vocational advice to youth, 

publications, demonstrations, and advertisements were primarily aimed at those who would use 

their services or recommend them to others.36 Parents reported that they heard about the 

vocational guidance services through the press, previous clients, and through school headmasters 

and headmistresses.37 The pamphlets and leaflets covered a variety of topics, including common 

doubts about vocational guidance and hints on choosing a career.38 A series of pamphlets made 

up of reprinted articles from the Institute’s journal were distributed for free to heads of public 

and other secondary schools. On the popular magazine front, Myers published articles in general 

interest magazines such as Nash Magazine39 and Pall Mall, and advertised its lecture series, 

books, and pamphlets in major publications and newspapers. He also advocated appealing to 

youth through new media, such as film and radio. The Institute included photographs of 

vocational guidance tests in issues of popular film magazines such as Ace Cinemagazine 

(cinemagazines were film series devoted to showing light topics and were a common feature in 

British and American theatres). They also used film recordings of clients completing vocational 

                                                
36 Advertisements were placed in the Times personal column. Advisory Committee Meeting, 28 October 1926, NIIP 
2/2, LSE. 

37 Minutes of the Meeting of the Vocational Guidance Sub-Committee of the National Institute of Industrial 
Psychology, 24 February 1933, NIIP 3/3, LSE. For one advertisement, see "Selection of Industrial Workers," The 
Times (London), Mar 02 1925. 

38 Minutes of the Meeting of the Vocational Guidance Sub-committee, 7 Dec 1938, NIIP 3/3, LSE. 

39 C. S. Myers, "Vocational Tests & Guidance," Nash's Magazine 81, no. 421 (1928). 
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tests at local demonstrations.40 In the realm of radio, Macrae broadcast a 12-part series of radio 

addresses on the BBC entitled “The Choice of an Occupation,” which Myers included printed 

transcripts of in the journal as a way to reach people who had missed the broadcast.  

In combination with all of these outreach efforts with various publics, the NIIP journal, 

then entitled The Human Factor, also became an avenue for emphasizing the importance of 

vocational guidance. In the monthly journal, a wide variety of pieces appeared on the topic, 

including experimental studies on the efficacy of initiatives in school districts and with 

individual clients, the reliability of various testing methods and tools, and a 32-part series called 

“From the Worker’s Point of View,” which sought to emphasize that even the workers believed 

that industrialists should employ scientists in the factory to help solve problems caused by 

workers who were employed in jobs not suited to their physio-psychological conditions.41  

While many of the publications were geared toward clients who would use their services 

to better their chances at finding suitable employment, the pamphlets also appealed to those who 

were interested in advancing scientific knowledge, especially as it could be applied to personal, 

industrial, and national well-being. In one 1932 publication, F. M. Earle wrote,  

“Those who make use of the Institute’s organization for examination should remember 
that they are not only benefitting the individual examinee and his connexions; they are 
also assisting in the development of a science which can become exact only through 
further experiment. By taking advantages of the facilities now offered they are helping a 

                                                
40 Minutes of the Meeting of the Executive Committee of the National Institute of Industrial Psychology, 1 October 
1931, NIIP 2/3, LSE. The NIIP often used new media formats as a way to boost their image as a cutting edge 
research institute and reach more people. See Chapter 3.  

41 “If science is to be applied [to industry], the scientist must apply it.” John Gibson, “The Worker’s Point of View: 
Let the Scientist Try” Human Factor, Volume 6(4), April 1932, 137.  
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new advance of science which will surely result in the increase of the efficiency and of 
the happiness of mankind.”42 

The interest in science and industry has been a well-documented phenomenon in British culture 

dating to at least the Victorian era and it continued strongly in the 20s and 30s.43 As Peter 

Bowler has argued, “popular science publishing…exploited a widespread feeling that science 

was now an indispensable part of any programme for self-improvement.”44 Early twentieth 

century British scientists also fought to persuade various publics, especially government and 

industry, of the value of their discoveries.45  

The NIIP frequently published pamphlets and books for non-specialist audiences about 

the efficacy and uses of vocational guidance. In the publications examined in this chapter, each 

relied on comparing the industrial psychologist to a physician as a way to substantiate the claim 

that vocational guidance needed to be done by trained industrial psychologists. The writings can 

be seen as medicalizing patterns of behaviors and legitimating a specific form of expert 

intervention. It functioned as a way to build support for the Institute and undermine the authority 

of other providers of vocational guidance. To do this, the NIIP appealed to concerns parents, 

politicians, and concerned citizens had for the educational and vocational futures of British 

youth.  

                                                
42 Frank Maynard Earle and London National Institute of Industrial Psychology, Methods of Choosing a Career; a 
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“A Very Interesting Lump of Humanity:” The Case of John Jones 

In May and June 1935, the Institute published a two-part article series in its journal, The 

Human Factor. The series would go on to be distributed as a pamphlet to local schools and 

eventually republished as a trade book. The articles, written by Dr. Angus Macrae, detailed a 

hypothetical case of vocational guidance of a fictional 16-year-old boy named John Jones. 

Macrae intended the article for readers without experience with vocational guidance who were 

interested in how general procedure, methods, and tests “‘work out’ in the individual case.”46 By 

giving an in-depth example of vocational guidance procedures, he hoped to encourage parents to 

send their children for individual examination or that youth themselves would register. 

The case was a rather typical one for the NIIP; or, as Macrae put it: “it is a rather ordinary 

case of a rather ordinary boy.”47 He explained that he chose to write about an ordinary boy as 

opposed to a child of more striking sort for an important reason: he worried that choosing an 

extraordinary case would “cause the reader to form the erroneous impression that vocational 

guidance is a service provided only for exceptional persons.”48 Thus, one begins to realize that 

the articles were not only informational, but advertisements for readers who might have children, 

relatives, students, or people in their care – including themselves – who might have wanted to 

avail themselves of the institute’s services.  

Macrae’s narrative account explained the process of setting up an appointment and what 

was done at each stage of testing. The account allowed readers to not only glimpse at the 

process, but get insight into why scientific vocational selection was a more thorough and 
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47 Macrae, "The Case of John Jones II," 167. 
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rigorous method than existing “common sense” practices – which Macrae frequently condemned. 

He began the first article with an explanation of how to set up an appointment: first, John’s father 

wrote for an appointment and he was then sent questionnaires that he and John’s school 

headmaster were required to fill out about the boy’s past history and present circumstances. The 

father also needed to collect the boy’s school reports from kindergarten onwards. Macrae paused 

here to carefully explain the rationale behind this method: the first step in vocational guidance 

was to find out what was “already known or thought about John by those who [were] the most 

intimately acquainted with him, his parents and schoolmasters.”49  

Throughout the article there were breaks in the narrative to answer questions Macrae 

imagined his reader asking: Won’t the examiner be biased by this information? Shouldn’t the 

examiner form an entirely independent judgment? No, Macrae wrote,  

“This is to misunderstand the nature of the psychologist’s task. Like the physician, the 
psychologist must often base his conclusions, to some extent, on facts reported by others. 
When a doctor, suspecting appendicitis in a child, asks whether the patient has been sick, 
the parent…does not dream of withholding this information for fear that it may affect the 
diagnosis. It is very right and proper that such information should affect the diagnosis. 
Similarly, the psychologist may rightly be influenced by the statement of Mr. Jones that 
his son is inclined to be “irritable” and “impatient of criticism. These are facts which he 
is unlikely to observe, since it is part of his technique to give no cause for irritation and to 
betray not the slightest suggestion of fault-finding. Yet they are facts which serve to 
confirm his view, based on other observations, of the boy’s temperamental condition. 
They are ‘symptoms’ no less significant than the sickness of appendicitis.”50 

These narrative breaks were important moments of explaining the psychologist’s scientific 

process. The manner of connecting it with an analogy to a medical doctor was arguably the most 

important parts to the institute and those in charge of it. By deliberately comparing the 

psychologist to the medical physician, Macrae was building prestige for the new discipline by 
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differentiating it from other forms of vocational guidance, especially those who believed that 

vocational guidance should be “common sense.”  

In another publication, Macrae expanded on the reason why people believed that 

psychology was “common sense.” He argued that parents and teachers often felt they were better 

suited to advising the children they had spent longer getting to know. Macrae disagreed. He 

quoted his fellow researcher, F. M. Earle’s work on vocational guidance in which Earle wrote: 

“It is a remarkable thing that the need for trained observers will always be conceded for 
practically every kind of observation except those of human beings. It is commonly 
understood that the finest instruments of the astronomer and of the chemist require the 
most skilled and practised of users. In striking contrast is the fact that many people 
imagine the observing and judging of human abilities to be a very simple thing.”51  

Macrae contended that the public perception of the two sciences differed because the public 

rarely encountered astronomical tools whereas they had ample experience evaluating human 

behavior and “judging their fellows (with varying degrees of success).”52 He then introduced the 

comparison to medicine as a way to show how the supplementation of a specialist could help 

even the finest general practitioner diagnose a patient. While the general practitioner would 

supply a patient’s medical records including observations, the specialist’s years of additional 

training and knowledge could “add something useful to the general practitioner’s findings, even 

if it is only a confirmation of the latter’s diagnosis.”53 

Macrae was not the only institute member to use the medical analogy. Charles Myers, the 

NIIP principal director, argued for its use as early as March 1927, reasoning that it helped 

emphasize that an industrial psychologist was interested in “bodily healing,” not arousing 
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irritation, fear, or anger in a worker.54 Myers and the institute co-founder, H. J. Welch reiterated 

this belief in 1932,  

The industrial psychologist may be compared with a doctor. He must make an expert 
diagnosis in order to prescribe a remedy which will cure the patient, not a remedy which 
may relieve one symptom whilst aggravating another. The application of psychology to 
industry, therefore is, in all but its simplest forms, essentially a task for the expert and not 
for the amateur.55  

Macrae’s publications emphasized a new dimension of the analogy, specifically the art of 

practice. Repeatedly throughout the “Case of John Jones,” Macrae argued that it was through 

science that gains could be made in vocational guidance, and he rebuffed those who saw it as 

unnecessary or as “common sense.”56 For him, the art of practice helped to communicate that 

industrial psychology was not an exact science with near-consistent results; instead, it was like 

medicine, which required a skillful “art” and needed to be performed by someone with expert 

training.  

Like a medical physician would perform evaluations through the use of tests and 

observations, so too did the industrial psychologist, Macrae explained. He spent ample space in 

the article detailing the types of tests a psychologist would employ in similar ways to those that a 
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physician might conduct. Critical to the comparison was the idea that both used a combination of 

observation and measurements to make a diagnosis. While some of the tests were physical in 

nature – such as assembling parts to a number of mechanisms of various degrees of complexity – 

there was equal attention paid to the personal connection the examiner must form with the 

research subject during the 3-hour exam. For example, John was a shy boy who spoke in caged 

terms and was “preposterously polite.” To break down this shell, the examiner took the boy to 

the roof – where, as luck would have it, an incident happened that allowed John to show off his 

knowledge of aircraft and flying. The examiner noted that this conversation was one where John 

took the initiative in the conversation and let down his guard. Macrae explained that the method 

of vocational guidance required the examiner to make the boy “feel that he is not so much 

submitting to a painful extraction of confidences as assisting in the scientific exploration of a 

very interesting lump of humanity known as John Jones.”57  

 To demonstrate the types of measurements collected on clients, Macrae included sample 

data of the boy’s testing, showing him to be of various ranges of proficiency on each of the types 

of tests. The combination of technical and non-technical prose had the effect of making the 

process understandable to a lay audience, while maintaining the impression that the tests were 

scientifically validated and standardized for reliability in relation to potential careers. Macrae 

also made clear to explain how the experimenter might account for observational biases in the 

school and home reports provided by the boy’s father and teachers.  
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Figure 4.1. Psychographic Profile of John Jones. Reprinted from Angus Macrae, "The Case of 

John Jones II,” The Human Factor 9, no. 6 (1935) 

 

Macrae's narrative is at once humane and kind. It does not read as a statistical account of 

John’s test performances. In fact, there are many points that are intentionally quite humorous, 

such as when he explains that John would probably not like that the examiner concluded he 

should consider being an accountant because accountants very rarely do what John most wants to 

do, which is to fly planes. By the end of the second article, John had transformed from a boy 

described by his father as “work-shy,” prone to rheumatism and moodiness, and “of mediocre 

ability,” to a much more 3-dimensional character full of potential – just perhaps not in the 

vocation the boy or his mother would like him to consider.  

 The Case of John Jones was published at the same time that the Institute and the 

Vocational Guidance sub-committee had declared its intentions to “be recognized as the central 
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body in [Britain] for applying psychological methods to vocational and educational guidance.” 

The use of case-studies to advertise the Institute’s Vocational Guidance services helped convey 

the message that the services focused on the individual. Instead of demanding that workers 

conform to a One Best Way, the depictions provided to potential clients illustrated the great care 

industrial psychologists took to evaluate the individual young person. Such care positioned 

industrial psychology as a progressive scientific discipline able to affect practical consequences 

on everyday life.  

The use of the medical analogy helped the NIIP situate itself within the evolving public 

health structures of the interwar period. Macrae, Myers, and their colleagues wanted youth to use 

their services, teachers and headmasters to enroll in their certificate courses, and the government 

to take seriously their research. Historian D. C. Doyle has also argued that the medical 

comparison functioned as a trope for securing scientific legitimacy and marketing the new 

science by following a playbook to establish expertise and “colonize” new areas of study.58 

While scientific legitimacy and the establishment of expertise were certainly critical parts of the 

story, I counter that the medical comparison was far more than a trope; in fact, it highlights the 

broader story of how Myers and his colleagues were moving British psychology away from 

experimentation and towards a more clinical orientation. In this chapter, much like the rest of the 

dissertation, I show how circumstances, time period, place, and individual personalities 

contributed to the development of psychology.  

Contrary to Doyle’s playbook model, I argue that Macrae, Myers, and their colleagues 

were deeply embedded in the social context of interwar Britain. Theirs was a world filled with 

more than institutional rivalries between their ally-turned-competitor the Industrial Fatigue 

                                                
58 C.f. Doyle, “Aspects on the Institutionalisation of British Psychology.” 



 129 

Research Board. It contained deep anxieties about their nation’s economic and social future. 

Their science – including the questions they asked about young wage-earners, the measures they 

collected, and the conclusions they presented to their various publics – were all shaped by the 

socio-historical context of interwar Britain (and London in particular).  

 

Public Health, Eugenics, and the Risk of the Misfit 

The most important of these context was the eugenics movement. The language of 

medicine allowed psychologists to connect to contemporary discussions about public health that 

were receiving popular and sometimes government support. Beyond simply lending credibility, 

the decision to medicalize vocational guidance brought the fledgling field into conversations 

about applying science to concerns over national welfare and citizens’ fitness. It is therefore 

impossible to divorce conversations about scientific vocational guidance from eugenics. 

However, the connection between the two was not straightforward, and perhaps unsurprisingly 

for historians of eugenics, the complex interchanges highlight how Britons hoped science and 

medicine could help resolve disputes that arose in culture, politics, and policy.  

In any discussion of interwar public health, the role that eugenic beliefs played in policy-

making and implementation needs to be made visible and analyzed. The question of eugenics 

focuses our attention on which people who have benefitted – or suffered – from the formation of 

scientific knowledge regimes. Eugenic ideas appealed to many Britons in the early twentieth 

century because they reflected middle- and upper-class anxieties about declining international 
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power and rapidly changing social conditions.59 They became a way to discuss myriad cultural 

and political changes using the rhetoric of science and biology.  

It is difficult to pinpoint precisely where the NIIP sat on issues of eugenics and how 

eugenic lines of thought pervaded the research it conducted and the policies it proposed. Charles 

Myers and Cyril Burt, both prominent members of the NIIP, were also members of the London 

Eugenic Society’s Consultative council, where they sat alongside other council members like 

J.B.S. Haldane, H. G. Wells, and many other prominent scientists, doctors, teachers, and 

politicians of the day. Other institute staff, including Winifred Raphael, were general members of 

the Society.60 The Society never had a large membership, amounting to less than 800 at its peak, 

nor did the Society represent all Britons who held eugenic beliefs.61 The lack of cohesion in the 

Society and among eugenic beliefs more broadly makes it difficult to assess how the two 

institutes affected one another.  

Within the NIIP, researchers exhibited a complex and sometimes contradictory mix of 

eugenic, hereditarian, and environmental ideas – a trend that has also been found throughout 

eugenic movements worldwide. As historians Lucy Bland and Lesley Hall have argued, the 

London Eugenics Society faced “significant changes in orientation and policy” during the 

interwar years as a result of “much internal wrangling,” especially between classic – also known 

as mainline – and reform eugenists.62 Mainline eugenists had lost substantial ideological ground 
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by the 1930s. As Daniel Kevles has shown, mainline eugenists, represented by such figures as 

Charles Davenport and Madison Grant, were often motivated by race and class biases. Reform 

eugenists, on the other hand, held a deep concern for human welfare and liberal social values. 

They endeavored to use a more thorough understanding of science, especially genetics and 

heredity, and many worked to promote feasible public policy.63 To understand the range of 

competing ideas and approaches that jostled for prominence in eugenic movements, historian 

Stephen Garton has argued that it is helpful to tease out how historical actors drew lines between 

what deficiencies were hereditary and those that were environmental in origin.64  

For example, J. B. S. Haldane, a reform eugenist who sat alongside Myers and Burt at the 

London Eugenics Society’s Consultative Council, was cautious about promoting voluntary 

sterilization policies in the 1930s, believing that they would be used disproportionately on lower 

economic classes of society – a sentiment that reflected an argument put forth by the NIIP 

executive committee member, Seebohm Rowntree. Several decades earlier, he had stated that the 

poor were victims of poverty, not somehow the cause of their own circumstances.65 Haldane 

contended that every person capable of work held value to society: “a man who can look after 

pigs or do any other steady work has a value to society, and … we have no right whatever to 

prevent him from reproducing his like.”66 Further, he argued that “mental defect is to a large 
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extent a social rather than a biological problem,” and that through vocational selection work may 

be found for most people then categorized as “feeble-minded.”67  

Within the historical scholarship of British psychology, the hereditarian nature of Cyril 

Burt’s work on intelligence has been discussed at length, including the allegations of research 

fraud in his studies of the intelligence of twins.68 However, it is less clear if his beliefs extended 

to other members of the Institute who undertook research on vocational guidance and education, 

like Myers, Macrae, and Bevington. Myers’s form of eugenic belief fell in line with many of the 

reform eugenicists, who were interested in how environmental and sociological factors 

contributed to human development. Other members of the executive staff, especially Seebohm 

Rowntree, also held complicated beliefs about eugenics and the role of poverty and schooling in 

the perpetuation of social ills. The close relationships between the executive committee, 

including Myers, Welch, and Rowntree, and the rest of the junior staff indicate that these were 

topics that were likely discussed amongst staff of all levels.69  

Burt argued early on for vocational guidance to stem mostly from IQ tests of general 

intelligence. He stressed that most occupations had an “optimal range of intelligence with an 

upper limit as well as a lower.”70 He proposed that there were eight sections or grades of 

intelligence that corresponded to certain vocational work. Children with scores over 150 were 

best suited to highly professional careers, while unskilled labor was best for children with a 
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mental ratio below 85. Casual labor, rural labor, and the lowest classes of domestic service was 

best for children with an IQ between 70 and 50. As Adrian Wooldridge shows in his seminal 

work on psychometrics, psychologists like Burt believed that biology, as measured by tests of 

general intelligence, must be taken into account in progressive movements for social reform. 

Social mobility through “meritocratic selection” served as a baseline to social reform. Thus, 

Wooldridge argues, eugenics was at the heart of education reform, including increasing state 

expenditure on education and raising the school leaving age so as to allow opportunities for more 

talented youth to develop their abilities.71  

Macrae disagreed with Burt’s claims about the risks of occupational misfits and the strict 

correlation between IQ and occupation. While Burt argued that youth may be drawn into moral 

difficulties as a result of poor occupational placement, Macrae contended that no statistical data 

supported this claim.72 Instead of worrying about crime, he continued, one should worry about 

the risk of human unhappiness and economic wastage. Macrae’s response considered carefully 

psychology’s critics who believed psychologists too frequently “painted an unnecessarily lurid 

picture of the evil that [they are] trying to conquer.”73 Macrae was concerned about trying to 

oversell the science to a skeptical public and kept this fear in mind when writing. He did, 

however, still see the issue of the occupational misfit as a public health concern and used the 

medical model comparison in an attempt to forge a sense of trust between the institute’s 

vocational guidance model and the institutes various publics. That trust had been lost to other, 
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more bureaucratic forms of vocational advice like the Juvenile Employment Bureaus, and was 

critical to raising the Institute’s prestige as a potential national resource.  

 In a 1931 talk at the Section of Public Health at the Centenary Meeting of the British 

Medical Association, Macrae stressed that vocational guidance was a public health concern 

because such guidance could help to preserve the health of the industrial worker.74 He asserted 

that the percentage of “vocationally maladjusted” workers was a staggering problem with 

“important economic and sociological aspects.” One of the issues perpetuating the problem, 

according to Macrae, was that the medical profession played too small a part in vocational 

guidance. In schools, school medical officers examined children infrequently and usually only to 

diagnose physical defects. The paltry amount of information collected on children was “too 

meagre” to provide adequate vocational guidance. Often, the only guidance many job candidates 

received was at the hands of a factory surgeon or the doctor employed by larger industrial firms 

who performed the “valuable service [of] rejecting candidates…whose physical defects might 

make them a danger to themselves or to others.” “But” he continued, “to be rejected is not to be 

guided.”75 Because vocational guidance was so frequently overlooked by those interested in 

industrial medicine, he argued, industrial misfits continued to be a problem.  

Macrae believed that one of the consequences of vocational maladjustment was that it 

rendered individuals “like machines that [have] ceased to function as their makers intended; 

there is a straining and a jarring in their mental ‘works,’ and ultimately, in many instances, there 
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is a complete breakdown.”76 Often this type of maladjustment led to “health disorders of a very 

grave kind,” including insanity. He cited the work done by W. McDougall who suffered from 

“irrational and violent” behavior that forced him to be committed to a mental institution, all 

stemming from being placed in a position with too great responsibility, leading first to anxiety 

and then to depression.77  

Temperament played a large role in producing misfits. Aspects like “sociability, 

frankness, talkativeness, [and] cheerfulness” were argued to play as much of a role in fitting 

round pegs into round holes as measures of general intelligence and specific abilities. According 

to Alec Rodger, one of the NIIP’s vocational psychologists, occupational misfits happened when 

temperament was not considered in the choice of a career:  

“There are, for example, hundreds of bank clerks who are misfits for this very reason. If a 
popular, cheerful, talkative, active and adventurous youth is forced, by over-cautious 
parents, into a bank clerkship – an occupation of a predominately clerical kind, an 
occupation in which his work is cut-and-dried for him and which provides him with 
steady payment, regular holidays and a pension, but with little opportunity for the 
exercise of initiative – he stands a very considerable chance of becoming thoroughly 
disgruntled. It is no exaggeration to say that through causes such as these many bank 
clerks have become temperamental wrecks.”78 

The NIIP focused on the damages caused by misfits that affected both the worker and the 

industry. For industry, inefficient workers who had to be discharged after a month or two 
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increased overhead costs due to the lower output, poor work, spoiled material, and added 

supervision.79 For the worker, overstrain and unhappiness could manifest in many ways.  

Myers summarized the attraction to inappropriate occupational choices under several 

categories: bad advice, family tradition, and flights of fancy. While some people were able to 

find occupations that were well-suited to them, others followed bad advice or family tradition, or 

were attracted to occupations that were bold and daring, but for which they had no aptitude:  

“Most men and women are gifted only with talent [not genius], which permits of a certain 
choice of occupation…. [Some] choose occupations for which they are best fitted. But 
many, subject perhaps to the advice of friends and relatives are apt to choose the wrong 
occupation. Some act merely on tradition, following the occupation of their father and 
grandfather. Others are actuated by expected influence, or are attracted by interest and 
imagination to occupations (e.g., to the stage, the sea, or the army), for which they have 
no real aptitude.”80  

The risk of choosing the wrong work was that it wasted effort and cost both the employer and the 

employee. Myers and many of his colleagues at the Institute believed that “for each 

individual…there is one occupation which is more suitable than any other, and in every 

occupation some succeed better than others.”81 The reason for this lay in the “physical and 

mental differences distinguishing individuals from one another.”82  

Myers’s belief in in-born traits positioned him strongly on the nature side of the nature-

versus-nurture debate, a belief that was reflected strongly in the institute’s testing. Little room 

was left for the benefits of exposure, and only in a few situations did environment come into 

consideration. In his initial 1921 treatise on industrial psychology, entitled Mind and Work, 
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Myers first posited his vision for vocational guidance for children of school-leaving age. He 

argued that much progress could be made in avoiding occupational misfits by submitting 

children to “sympathetic interviews aided by school records and knowledge of the special 

requirements and openings of different occupations.”83 At the very least, he contended, this 

procedure would help an individual decide he or she was “better fitted for mental work or 

manual employment, for indoor work or outdoor work, for a settled or a roving life, for direction 

or dependence, etc.”84 

Macrae’s work over a decade later echoed many of Myers’s claims. In a 1933 radio 

address on the BBC entitled “Planning a Career,” Macrae discussed the importance of choosing 

the right occupation, what to look for in the occupation, and how children should consider their 

“tastes, abilities, and temperament.”85 Admittedly, in the economic depression of 1933, the range 

of Britons who had the privilege of choice of occupation was limited, and Macrae’s address 

provided little solace. His talk aimed instead at those fortunate few “for whom the possibility of 

choice does exist,” and expressed that listeners heed his advice or face an uncertain future: 

“Since jobs are so scarce at present, it is all the more important that the choice should be wise; 

for, if you choose unwisely, you may not find it easy to make a change later on.”86 

Appealing to, and perhaps preying on, the fears of boys and girls of school-leaving age 

was one of the many ways that the NIIP sought to make its services relevant to Britons. Macrae 
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focused on providing advice to how to choose an occupation. First, he dispelled the myth that an 

absolutely ideal occupational choice exists for every person. He told audiences that,  

“There is no magic that will enable a boy or girl to tell the precise walk of life in which 
he or she is going to be brilliantly successful. In our present state of knowledge the 
choice of an occupation is bound to be to some extent a gamble, and many of the 
mistakes that people make are simply unavoidable.”87  

However, Macrae continued, there were mistakes that could be avoided if proper precautions 

were taken, specifically, if a child’s talents, temperaments, and abilities were aligned with a 

substantial understanding of the needs of various occupations. Often the child’s desire for 

choosing an occupation was based on simplistic understandings of the profession or an over-

estimation of one facet of the job. For example, Macrae detailed three examples: a boy who 

wanted to become a carpenter out of a desire to mend chairs for his mother to whom he was very 

devoted; a “rather unsociable, tactless, surly-natured boy who had a great ambition to become a 

traveling salesman, simply because he was a restless creature and loved being on the move”; and 

a girl who wanted to be a hospital nurse because she wanted a job that did not require the use of 

mathematics. Other times, a child happened into an occupation based on an opening of a family 

friend or by some other means of chance and circumstance. These experiences could be positive 

or negative, but Macrae pleaded with his audience that “It is not sufficient to trust to chance” and 

that disaster may occur.  

 Macrae offered a more systematic approach that youth could follow if they did not have 

access to a trained vocational counselor. The first step would be to find out what jobs exist. The 

second step was to discover as much as possible about the available jobs. The third step was to 

consider “the matter of expense … [and] take stock of your equipment”, meaning to consider the 
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necessary age-to-entry of the job and the education needed. Finally, the job-seeker needed to take 

stock of their fitness for the position. It is in this step that the child is advised to seek the advice 

of an expert. Macrae explained that determining “what sort of person you happen to be … is 

much more easily said than done…especially when [you] are at the age of fourteen or fifteen.” 

Special tests, he continued, obtained “a truer estimate of the mental qualities of young people 

than can usually be obtained by ordinary observation at home and in school.”88 The tests helped 

vocational advisers “guide boys and girls into suitable jobs.”89  

Macrae acknowledged that a large portion of youth had no opportunity to obtain the 

advice of vocational guidance experts and that they must individually attempt to determine 

possible occupations. He stressed that the way to reduce the number of occupational “misfits” 

was for the young person to take stock of their qualities and make sure they matched with the 

occupation of interest.  

 

Class-Based Disparities in Vocational Guidance 

Macrae’s radio address was just one of many outreach efforts that served to give the 

impression that the Institute was better suited to children of means. The NIIP’s inability to 

adequately address issues in economically depressed areas was a source of dissatisfaction among 

its publics and affected its credibility and prestige. In its research at Fife, Willesden, and the 

Borstal Institutions, researchers attempted to conduct a longitudinal study on the effectiveness of 

vocational guidance. The experiments would have tracked nearly 1,000 youths after they had 

received vocational guidance to see if they were more successful – in terms of pay, promotion, 
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length of stay in their first job, and job satisfaction – than a control group of youth who had not 

received guidance.90 At Willesden, one school dropped from the research study, and the 

enrollment at the remaining two schools dropped by half, leaving the NIIP with only half of the 

anticipated research subjects. The NIIP was forced to discontinue the experiment at Willesden, 

citing that the size reduction would have significantly affected statistical reliability.91 The sub-

committee also complained that these areas had limited occupational choice especially for youth 

who could not afford professional training, which would have limited the effectiveness of their 

study.92 In essence, the object of the study was undermined by local conditions.  

At Willesden, most youth took up office work; the NIIP contended that even if they had 

continued the experiment, most youth would have continued to take on clerical work because it 

was the only avenue open to them.93 The youths’ limited vocational mobility thus made them an 

inappropriate research group. As the institute wrote in 1934,  

“Had [the experiment’s] object been merely to give improved advice…it would have had 
no reason to abandon the experiment. Its object, however, was a very different one—
namely, to obtain statistical evidence of the extent to which its methods of guidance, 
when used by specially trained teachers in representative secondary and central schools, 
is superior to the ordinary ‘ common sense ’ method ; and it was obvious that a fair 
comparison of the two methods could not be made in schools which were not 
representative and in which, owing to the restricted nature of the pupil’s choice in most 
cases, the psychological technique, although by no means useless, was certainly of 
limited usefulness. These conditions made it probable that the research would be 
inconclusive. The Institute, after long consideration, therefore decided not to continue 
with it.”94 
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The sub-committee was disheartened by the loss and resolved to provide information on 

scholarships, training schemes, grants, and loans as a way to make a “convincing demonstration 

of the value of the Institute’s work.”95  

As the failed experiment at Willesden shows, the battle with the common sense method 

outweighed other considerations. The institute’s research only functioned when social 

circumstances were not limiting and youth had some potential for social, geographical, or 

educational mobility. Contemporaries and peers from organizations like the Juvenile 

Employment Department and Local Education Authorities were “profoundly disappointed” in 

the institute’s decision to discontinue the experiment.96 They argued that even if the child could 

not follow the advice, he should still be provided information from the investigator because “the 

knowledge of his special abilities and potentials would act as an incentive to further study and 

would enable the child to plan his leisure time to the best advantage.”97  

Peer organizations also lamented the impression that the NIIP was concerned mainly with 

giving guidance to individuals from secondary and public schools, leaving the vast majority of 

youth without guidance. A representative from the Birmingham Juvenile Education Department 

advocated that the NIIP begin providing training schemes for Juvenile Employment officials and 

teachers or risk those organizations beginning their own schemes without the NIIP’s 

involvement.98 He argued that the JEBs could better handle the large numbers of elementary 

school children who should be provided vocational guidance upon school-leaving. While the 
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sub-committee was very interested in pursuing this path, the committee chair expressed concern 

that the institute’s finances would not be amenable to following such a recommendation. Myers 

agreed and lamented that public perception held that the institute was more concerned with 

providing guidance to fee-paying clients – at 3 guineas a client – than fulfill a national need; 

however, its position as an unendowed research institute limited how far its resources could 

stretch. These faultlines with the public stemmed from the institute’s lack of secure funding.  

 The Institute considered multiple ways to increase its ability to serve clients who could 

not afford its fees. The Women’s Committee performed most of the work on these programs. 

Through dances, film showings, a thrift store, and other philanthropic events, the committee 

raised enough to funds to provide assistance to hundreds of young job seekers.99 They also 

focused on improving the rates of guidance given to girls. The gender disparities in clients who 

sought out vocational guidance – or whose parents sought it for them—were a matter of great 

concern for the Institute. They frequently lamented that parents were more likely to pay for 

vocational guidance services for their sons than their daughters. As a result, the NIIP began 

fundraising campaigns in local schools to pay for girls’ vocational guidance fees. In 1934, after 

concentrated publicity efforts, vocational guidance cases increased by 41%. Of this, there was a 

30% increase in the number of boys examined and a 77.5% increase in the number of girls.100 

The gains in female clients did not last, however. In 1937, the NIIP saw a drop in the number of 

girls who used the vocational guidance services. The subcommittee suggested that the drop was 

caused by parents not giving a great deal of thought to their girls about available openings.101  
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Other, less publicized research studies into vocational guidance and working class youth 

were also underway at the NIIP in the early 1930s, though they primarily focused on boys. Sheila 

Bevington published Occupational Misfits: A Comparative Study of North London Boys, 

Employed and Unemployed in 1933. Her study, funded by the Rockefeller Foundation and done 

while Bevington was employed as an investigator at the NIIP, provided a detailed comparison of 

two groups of North London Boys, one group being in steady employment and the other group 

unemployed. Bevington compared the school and family backgrounds as well as the working 

experiences of the boys who were all 18 years of age. Although these factors did not show the 

unemployed boys to be substantially handicapped socially, intellectually, or economically, she 

concluded, based on school conduct reports and industrial records, that the unemployed groups 

had character or temperamental problems that limited their employment. Her findings supported 

“the Victorian doctrine of the importance of character, rather than intelligence or social 

circumstances, in determining occupational success.”102 On the whole, she found that the boys 

who were unemployed left school with worse reports of their character from their headmasters.  

Part of the reason for the focus on temperaments stemmed from the Institute’s method of 

investigating causes of occupational failure into a cascading hierarchy.103 At the top level, failure 

was divided into an individual’s circumstances, such as financial, geographical, and social, and 

his personal characteristics. The institute’s research focused little on examining individual 

circumstances. While they acknowledged the existence of individual circumstances, they focused 

their research on personal characteristics. Their tests were designed to assess personal 
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characteristics that were divided into physiological and psychological abilities. The bulk of the 

weight focused on psychological abilities, including talents (specific and general aptitudes and 

attainments) and temperaments (interests and disposition) (see Figure 2).   

 

 

Figure 4.2. Plan for Investigating Occupational Failures, NIIP 13/8, LSE. 
 

The silence in the archive on what was included in the broad category of “the individual’s 

circumstances” is striking. While the researchers acknowledged social circumstances played into 

a client’s future vocation, they did little to assess it or suggest alternatives, except in the case of 

evaluating if higher education was a possibility. Because of this silence, it is difficult to do more 
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than conjecture as to the researchers’ reasons. Was it because individual clients were relatively 

powerless to change their circumstances, especially as youth? Or, was this part of a broader trend 

to lean toward the nature side of the nature-vs-nurture debate?   

Contemporary researchers such as John and Sheila Jewkes and Allen Winterbottom were 

more vocal about the influence of social circumstances. As discussed earlier in this chapter, they 

were especially interested in the negative effects of living in highly specialized industrial areas, 

where youth employment was limited to blind alley occupations, but little of the same 

discussions happened in the pages of the Institute’s journals and other publications. Where social 

circumstances did appear was in how managers and educators ought to handle youth.  

Myers provided another lens with which to view Bevington’s work. In his introduction to 

the book, he wondered whether Bevington’s findings indicated a need for an elementary school 

curriculum better suited to the boys and “whether earlier and individual special attention to them 

by the psychologist might not, in many cases, have changed the ‘unemployed’ into the 

‘employed’ lad.”104 As current scholars have shown, investigations into character contained 

value-laden assumptions that often worked to reify existing social categories and morals. 

Although Myers did not indicate what type of attention should be paid to the youth, he did argue 

for a better alignment of education with temperament as well as training for managers to handle 

youthful indiscretions so often related to the physical and psychological needs of young boys. 

Bevington, too, lamented that industry was “not sufficiently elastic” to counter the emotional 

changes of puberty, the effect of which was that “misbehavior…may easily entail for the 

working lad discharge from the most promising situation of a lifetime.”105 

                                                
104 Charles S. Myers, “Foreword” in Bevington. 

105 Charles S. Myers, “Foreword” in Bevington, 15. 
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Myers and Bevington were keenly interested in making sure that youth had opportunities 

for social advancement. In language that mirrored reform-minded eugenicists as well as other 

social reformers, both psychologists argued that vocational guidance could open additional 

pathways for working class children, and they decried the lack of proper attention to vocational 

guidance. Of the six hundred boys who were in regular employment, only 25% received any 

headmaster’s advice on vocation, and of those, the advice recorded on registration cards was “too 

general to be of practical value.” Less than one-third of the unemployed boys received help from 

adult advisors and nearly half received no advice from their parents.  

Bevington proposed several methods to improve the vocational outlook for boys, 

including the use of psychological tests and assessments of temperamental traits by specially 

trained members of the school staff. While the Labour Exchange Act of 1910 permitted local 

Ministry of Labour or Higher Education Authority officials to give vocational guidance, 

Bevington estimated that only about half the areas of the country received such services. In the 

areas that were covered, the two groups did not usually function together, which limited the 

effectiveness of their advice. Typically, the officials in the Ministry of Labour understood the 

requirements of various employers, while the education authorities were “more fully cognisant of 

the teacher’s estimate of his pupil’s abilities.”106 Additionally, Bevington advocated for the 

placement of professional career-masters in schools who were trained to give psychological tests. 

The career-masters would work with local juvenile employment exchanges to identify open 

positions and help youth make contact. Beyond bureaucratic measures, she proposed plans for 

both youth and their parents, including an educational program for parents consisting of radio 

                                                
106 Charles S. Myers, “Foreword” in Bevington, 17.  
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broadcasts and literature on industrial opportunities, and fieldtrips for the youth to industrial 

plants that correlated with school lessons.  

 

The Recommendation for Advanced Education 

One of the most important societal reforms the Institute supported was increasing the 

availability of advanced schooling for more children. Even within the Case of John Jones, 

Macrae’s fictional psychologist argued that John should be sent on to school despite John’s 

father’s resistance to the idea. In a real investigation, the Confidential Record Form filled out by 

the client’s parents included questions about the possibility of attending university. Three 

questions were asked, “Would a university course be possible financially?”, “Is it 

contemplated?”, and “Would any other full-time course or premium pupilship or apprenticeship 

be possible?”107 

The science of vocational guidance occurred alongside – and indeed was influenced by – 

contemporary disputes about compulsory education and government-funded education in 

England and Wales (the act specifically did not apply in Scotland or Ireland). In 1918, during 

David Lloyd George’s wartime government, Herbert Fisher, the Liberal President of the Board 

of Education proposed a new education act, popularly known as the Fisher Education Act of 

1918. Among its many provisions, this act raised the school-leaving age to 14. The act also 

explicitly called for a “cooperation of universities” in providing higher education for students 

regardless of class.108 The provisions about higher education were bolstered by the University 

Grants Committee in 1919, which established a nationally-funded state university system in the 

                                                
107 Confidential Record Form, Vocational Guidance Department, NIIP 13/8, LSE.  

108 Fisher Education Act of 1918, Paragraph 3:2 of Chapter 39.  
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United Kingdom and provided funding for existing institutions that had been damaged or 

substantially underfunded as a result of the war. The act became law on 8 August 1918 with little 

controversy. It provided grants for secondary and technical education. As seen with the case of 

John Jones, wherein Macrae’s fictional psychologist encouraged Jones’ parents to send him to 

college, the university life was opening to new sections and classes of British society.  

There were several areas in which psychological testing came into play in the educational 

system; especially in areas that were hotly debated in the political realm such as those which 

opened up schools (secondary and university) to members of lower social and economic classes. 

For instance, mental testing expanded in order to shape how secondary schools awarded 

scholarships to promising students from less wealthy backgrounds. In 1907, the Education 

(Administrative Provisions) Act of 1907, also known as the Free Place regulations, required that 

secondary schools who received grants from the Board of Education must provide free places to 

25 percent of their students annually. The school received £5 for each student. The measure was 

a result of a 1906 study that found that while 23,000 scholarships had been awarded to cover all 

or parts of fees, many schools were not providing any scholarships. By 1913, that number nearly 

tripled to 60,000 scholarships. In 1920, the Departmental Committee on Scholarships and Free 

Places petitioned for raising the number of free places from 25 to 40 percent.109 The Committee 

argued for ensuring that scholarship examinations should aim “as far as possible to test capacity 

and promise rather than attainments.”110 By 1927, 150,000 were awarded.111 The act allowed 

                                                
109 "Report of the Departmental Committee on Scholarships, Free Places and Maintenance Allowances (Hilton 
Young Report), XV,"  (1920), 34, para. 10. 

110 "Report of the Departmental Committee on Scholarships, Free Places and Maintenance Allowances (Hilton 
Young Report), XV,"  (1920), 34, para. 10.  

111 J. Stuart Maclure, Educational Documents: England and Wales 1816-1967, 2 ed. (London: Chapman & Hall, 
1968), 162. 
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schools to “subject the applicants to passing an entrance test of attainment and proficiency such 

as can be approved by the Board.”112  

 

Conclusion 

In November 1930, distinguished guests from across Britain attended the Institute’s 

annual dinner. In attendance was the Duke of York – the future George VI – as well as other 

distinguished guests and Institute researchers. During the Prime Minister’s toast, Ramsay 

MacDonald praised Charles Myers and his institute for addressing necessary problems of the 

industrial misfit through the application of science: 

If you, Dr. Myers, were endowed with something like a million a year, you could spend it 
in such a way that not a farthing of your endowment would be wasted. Whereever [sic] 
you turn you find some problem facing you, a problem that is sometimes expressed in the 
tragedy of the misfit – the greatest tragedy of our modern life – boys and girls put to 
occupations that they are no more fitted for than my shoe, but yet fitted for some 
occupation, for some interest.113 

For MacDonald, the Institute was a national resource deserving of public support for its careful 

attention to a pressing industrial and national problem; but, as any of the dinner attendees would 

have known, the institute would cease to function if they did not contribute to the appeal fund in 

substantial ways. The dinner was, after all, designed for fundraising.  

Publics were critical to the continuation of the Institute’s vocational guidance services 

and research. Unlike industrial investigations for which industries paid fees, vocational guidance 

relied on donations, fundraising, grants, and the few fees-paying clients it could secure. In 

examining the appeals the NIIP made to its various publics regarding vocational guidance, the 

                                                
112 Supplementary Regulations for Secondary Schools in England, 1907, chapter 3, 5-6.  

113 Transcript of the Toast proposed by His Royal Highness the Duke of York, reprinted in “The Institute’s Dinner,” 
The Journal of the National Institute of Industrial Psychology 5, no. 1 (1930), 12. 
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curious analogy of industrial psychologist as medical physician has many implications. Framing 

the industrial misfit as a public health concern brought vocational guidance into wider 

conversations about eugenics and social reform. The Institute did not explicitly remark on 

eugenics, and certainly never went so far as to support negative forms of eugenics like 

sterilization, segregation, or euthanasia. Nevertheless, their conversations about guidance, 

suitability for employment, and the assumptions underlying their classifications of temperaments 

and talents, took place in a society where questions of national fitness were intimately tied to 

ideas of race, class, and heredity. Assumptions about the value of various human lives lay barely 

below the surface of these conversations. 

Critical to many British eugenic conversations was the maintenance and growth of a 

stable and healthy workforce that could help Britain remain a world power as international forces 

threatened the stability of the island nation. Scientific vocational guidance promised a pathway 

not only for happiness but of survival in an era of economic and occupational uncertainty. It 

promised to approach employment issues from “the biological, psychological, and social points 

of view.”114 The NIIP researchers framed their practice as akin to a medical art, as if vocational 

guidance specifically – and industrial psychology more generally – might be a salve for the 

societal ills caused by unemployment and bad labor relations.  

The medicalization of the occupational misfit sought to counter the image of industrial 

sciences as a mass-produced approach that wanted to fit the worker to the machine. The NIIP 

advertised its approach as taking into consideration the individual characteristics of its clients. 

Writers like Myers and Macrae took pains to emphasize the great care psychologists would take 

toward young wage earners. As the Institute’s psychologists sought to carve out space for their 

                                                
114 Myers, Business Rationalisation, v. 



 151 

scientific expertise, they had to negotiate tensions between the ideals of liberal social reform and 

the persistent siren call to maintain social hierarchies.  

In the broader history of British psychology, the decision to medicalize the occupational 

misfit is a deliberate effort to position psychology closer to medicine as a way to gain acceptance 

of applied psychology outside the bounds of the university setting.115 In the age of rising social 

welfare movements and competing claims on national fitness, medicine provided a readily 

understood analogy that was more pliable than comparisons with other applied sciences. Not 

only did the comparison allow for the discipline to build prestige, it also worked to justify the use 

of scientific vocational guidance and rally support from medical providers and others interested 

in promoting their own visions of worker health.  

 

  

                                                
115 See Forrester, 1919: Psychology and Psychoanalysis, 10, 39. 
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CHAPTER 5 

LIMITS OF THE HUMAN FACTOR: THE NIIP, “EFFICIENCY ENGINEERS,” AND THE 

NATIONAL INSTITUTE FOR THE BLIND1 

“By nature and through his training the efficiency engineer is prone to regard human 
workers as machines. Rather than understand them, he would mould them to a common 
type.”  
– Charles Myers, “The Efficiency Engineer and the Industrial Psychologist”2 
 
“The object of the campaign would be to give the last thrust to the erroneous idea still 
prevalent amongst the public that blind people are abnormal and of no actual use in this 
world – simply an object of pity."  
– The Beacon: A Monthly Magazine Devoted to the Interests of the Blind3  

 

Introduction 

How far did the National Institute of Industrial Psychology (NIIP) go to differentiate its 

brand of science from other methods of studying work? The NIIP’s journals clearly indicate that 

Myers and his colleagues took pains to distinguish industrial psychology from Taylorism, 

scientific management, and the Gilbreth’s One Best Way; however, it remains an open question 

whether rhetoric aligned with methodology or if the two diverged or changed when taken out of 

journals and into research laboratories and applied settings. This chapter investigates whether the 

distinctions outlined in the heated discussions between efficiency engineers and industrial 

                                                
1 * The author would like to thank the American Federation for the Blind, Migel Memorial Collection at the 
American Printing House for the Blind (hereafter, Migel Memorial Collection) for their support of this chapter’s 
research. Specifically, I would like to thank Emily Malinovsky for providing digitized versions of materials from the 
National Institute for the Blind, including dozens of annual reports and bulletins. All materials were also provided to 
the Internet Archive for public use and include optical character recognition (OCR) for use by screen-readers for 
persons with blindness and low vision. The Royal National Institute for the Blind Heritage Services also provided 
copies of the National Institute for the Blind’s reports from the placement committee. 

2 Charles S. Myers, "The Efficiency Engineer and the Industrial Psychologist," Journal of the National Institute of 
Industrial Psychology 1, no. 5 (1923): 168. 

3 “Some Lines of Progress” The Beacon 133, no. 145 (January 1929), 1. 
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psychologists persisted in the actual methods the NIIP took in its research. To do this, I examine 

the NIIP’s partnership with the National Institute for the Blind (N.I.B.) between 1927 and 1932.4 

The N.I.B. commissioned the NIIP to study the processes involved in its workshops for the blind, 

including worker training, employment, worker remuneration, and the local and national markets 

for the commodities produced. The N.I.B.’s purpose in hiring the NIIP was to help people with 

low vision and blindness gain social and economic independence. At the time, many industries 

were loath to hire these workers and saw them as a burden to industrial efficiency. The N.I.B. 

sought to use science to convince British industries and firms to employ workers with vision loss 

by empirically showing that these workers were as capable as sighted workers.  

In their work with these populations of workers we can see the limits of the NIIP’s 

devotion to human factors of industry. Instead of focusing on the talents and temperaments of 

individual employees, as was customary in other areas of the NIIP’s work,5 the research can be 

seen as falling into familiar Taylorist forms of scientific management – with time motion studies, 

measures of efficiency, and “one best way” logic driving at least part of the methodology. The 

research subjects' individualism was negated as they became reduced to one aspect of their 

physiology: their degree of sight. As a result, the NIIP researchers evaluated how much the 

workers as a whole deviated from the efficiency of sighted workers, perpetuating the view of 

blind persons as abnormal and a drain on efficiency. Nevertheless, the NIIP’s work for the N.I.B. 

is not a straightforward story of neglect or mistreatment of a disabled population. Rather, the 

                                                
4 In this chapter, I preserve the abbreviation style used by my historical actors. The N.I.B. consistently used periods, 
whereas the NIIP more frequently excluded them. For the debate over the NIIP’s name and the initiatives to change 
it, see chapter 3.  

5 See chapter 4 on talents and temperaments in the NIIP’s vocational guidance work. 
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research methodology represented a complicated and often times contradictory intermingling of 

progressive and regressive views on disability in the workplace. 

The partnership with the N.I.B. provides an intriguing case study to explore the limits of 

Human Factors research. Not only is it a rare look into a multi-year investigation for which 

nearly all of the NIIP’s reports were preserved, but the partnership reveals locations where the 

needs of industry and the espoused ideals of individualism combined in paradoxical ways.6 

When the research is viewed in the longer history of struggles for rights and treatment of people 

with blindness, we can better understand how battling the efficiency question was designed to 

provide expanded employment opportunities and encourage economic and social freedoms for 

persons traditionally seen as “charity cases.” By appealing to industry through the rhetoric of 

science, the N.I.B. hoped to demonstrate that its workers deserved more than charity and a 

chance at economic and social freedom.  

In this chapter, I trace the passionate exchanges between the NIIP and the Gilbreths to 

shed light on the scientific disputes over the proper way to study work in the interwar period. 

Then, I discuss how the actual practice of the NIIP’s science of work shifted in the case of the 

N.I.B. due to contemporary social movements for persons with blindness. I conclude with a 

discussion of the difficulties of appeals to charity for persons with blindness. Ultimately, I argue 

that research into the Human Factors of industry failed to become the standard with marginalized 

populations because the NIIP’s typical appeal to humanity was an appeal already used in quite a 

different way, i.e., as the banner of charity work. During the interwar period, charity work 

carried strong political connotations of pity for persons with blindness and worked against the 

goal of seeing these populations as a viable worker pool – and enabling it to become so. Instead, 

                                                
6 See Chapter 3 for the NIIP’s commitment to individualism in its theoretical underpinnings. 
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by appealing to the technocratic interests of industry, the NIIP’s reliance on efficiency measures 

gave the allure of rigor and objectivity during the economic instability of the late-1920s and 

early-1930s. In so doing, the NIIP’s work perpetuated existing segregationist policies that placed 

the emphasis on production and maintained distinctions between what was and was not possible 

for persons with low vision and blindness. In the end, the N.I.B. discontinued its partnership with 

the NIIP when industrial psychology proved ineffective at convincing “sighted factories” to 

employ more workers with visual impairments.  

This chapter contributes to a broader understanding of scientific publics, especially 

regarding concerns over how alliances between scientific institutions and powerful social 

institutions mediate scientific knowledge and its communication. As the NIIP’s researchers 

participated in dialogues with the N.I.B. about the populations it served, the researchers altered 

their approaches based on the priorities and concerns of the N.I.B. and its constituents. This 

negotiation of practices formed a critical component of the scientific knowledge-making process. 

Within the history of science, scholars have shown how communication is central to the practices 

that we now call science.7 Bruce Lewenstein’s web model of science, for instance, posits a 

decentered view of science in which various nodes and connections represent the complex 

interactions among parties involved in the production of scientific knowledge.8 Lewenstein’s 

work supported the conclusions of Shapin and Schaffer that communication practices have been 

essential to the production of meaning in science and have not served merely as information 

                                                
7 See especially Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer, Leviathan and the Air-Pump : Hobbes, Boyle, and the 
Experimental Life (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1985) Jean-Baptiste Gouyon, "1985, Scientists Can't 
Do Science Alone, They Need Publics," Public Understanding of Science 25, no. 6 (2016). 

8 Bruce V. Lewenstein, "From Fax to Facts: Communication in the Cold Fusion Saga," Social Studies of Scuence 25 
(1995). 
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transfer.9 While Lewenstein focused exclusively on media and communication, this chapter takes 

a broader view by attending to the various publics that encountered and filtered industrial 

psychology. It moves away from a linear deficit model, which emphasizes a chain of interaction 

from science expert to an uninformed public, and toward a decentered view of science, where the 

various nodes and connections better represent the complexity of interactions among parties. By 

decentering science, we can understand the competing issues at play in the making of bodily 

knowledge. Instead of seeing passive audiences for science knowledge, my work supports the 

view of scientific knowledge as being constantly formed and reformed during interactions with 

active agents with their own interests and agendas. 

 

Differentiating Disciplines 

From the NIIP’s outset, its researchers sought to differentiate their research in industrial 

psychology from other forms of studying work, notably Taylorism, scientific management, and 

the work of the Gilbreths in the United States. These battles filled the pages of the NIIP’s 

journals during the interwar period. Edited by the NIIP’s director Charles Myers, the journal 

aimed to share research conducted at the institute and abroad as well as other information about 

the institute’s events that would appeal to its membership.10 On a broader level though, these 

journals represent a staging ground for battles over scientific expertise and the right to claim “the 

truth” in matters involving the human at work in Great Britain.  

                                                
9 Shapin and Schaffer, Leviathan and the Air-Pump : Hobbes, Boyle, and the Experimental Life. 

10 The membership included industry leaders, members of parliament, intellectual elites (including H. G. Wells), as 
well as industrial workers and readers of more middle class standing. The NIIP aimed for a diverse readership who 
would help secure the demand for industrial psychology in Britain from both above and below. See Chapter 3 for 
more information on the readership of the journal. 
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In its first year alone, several articles and book reviews directly tackled the distinction 

between industrial psychology and scientific management. The first instance came in a Myers’s 

summary of Eric Farmer’s Reports of the Industrial Fatigue Research Board: Time and Motion 

Study. Farmer served with Myers on the Industrial Fatigue Research Board (IFRB), and the two 

believed that Taylorism placed too much emphasis on increasing production without due care for 

the worker. Myers praised Farmer’s report as “one of the most important yet issued by the 

Industrial Fatigue Research Board.”11 He then went on to detail Farmer’s “impartial treatment of 

the subject” and noted Farmer’s qualifications: “[he] has had not only laboratory training in 

psychology but considerable experience in factory work.”12 Myers placed a strong emphasis on 

credentials as defining features of industrial psychologists. These qualifications lent the 

psychologist’s knowledge claims about the body at work more power and objectivity than that of 

efficiency engineers who only held factory experience. Scrutinizing qualifications was an 

important move in defining who an industrial psychologist was, i.e., a person with academic 

training in a psychology laboratory and practical experience. This blend of training in 

experimental psychology and the experience in factory settings was the hallmark of a good 

applied psychologist, according to Myers and his NIIP colleagues, and it was precisely how they 

sought to set their work apart from those who conducted time and motion studies in the vein of 

Taylor or the Gilbreths.  

The distinctions about qualifications served as an argument for the types of knowledge 

considered valuable in solving the problems of industry and commerce. Industrial psychologists 

                                                
11 "Review, Reports of the Industrial Fatigue Research Board," The Journal of the National Institute of Industrial 
Psychology 1, no. 2 (1922): 84. Farmer would later be employed as one of the NIIP’s top researchers. 

12 "Review, Reports of the Industrial Fatigue Research Board." 
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brought together scientific knowledge of psychology and physiology with social and industrial 

problems as a way to point to a vision of society ordered by objective knowledge of the body and 

mind. For Farmer and the rest of the IFRB, the major problem was industrial fatigue, and they 

categorized efficiency engineers as being only concerned with industrial productivity.13 Farmer’s 

report explained that Taylor studied only certain workmen, specifically those “who were 

industrious and desirous of earning higher wages...[and] had the necessary physical strength to 

sustain the increased effort demanded of them.” If the men “were unable to obtain the standard 

he required, he substituted others for them.”14 Farmer concluded that while Taylor’s system had 

commercial advantages and produced higher earnings and shorter working hours for the best 

workers, “it hardly goes to the root of the fundamental problems connected with the human 

element in industry.” He worried about the effects the increased speed and strict regimentation 

“had upon the health and nervous system” on the workers who remained.15 Farmer and the IFRB 

focused instead on “fatigue,” a term that served to encapsulate a wide variety of conditions that 

afflicted the worker’s productivity.16 Originally formulated in the years prior to the First World 

War, the concept was used frequently by physiologists and then industrial psychologists to 

underscore how scientific knowledge in physiology connected to broader industrial and social 

problems, and as a way to order society based on “objective” physiological laws.17  

                                                
13 Eric Farmer, Reports of the Industrial Fatigue Research Board: Time and Motion Study (London: H.M.S.O., 
1921). 

14 Farmer, Reports of the Industrial Fatigue Research Board, 7. 

15 Farmer, Reports of the Industrial Fatigue Research Board, 8. 

16 For the longer history of fatigue as a category of understanding the study of work, see Rabinbach, The Human 
Motor: Energy, Fatigue, and the Origins of Modernity. 

17 Over the course of the interwar period, this term became too nebulous for researchers, who began to focus instead 
on specific fatigue-inducing aspects of work. This change was also reflected in the change of the title of the 
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To further the distinction between efficiency engineers and industrial psychologists, 

Myers quoted Farmer’s definitions of time and motion study, two common methodologies for 

studying work:  

“‘Time Study is the study of the time taken to perform each particular operation in an 
industrial task, and from the data thus obtained, endeavouring to fix the proper time the 
task as a whole should take. Motion Study is the study of movement involved in a task 
with a view to eliminating such as are unnecessary and improving those that are 
necessary’ (p. 5).”18  
 

Both efficiency engineers and industrial psychologists could have used these techniques in their 

research, but the two groups had different purposes for employing them. Myers included 

Farmer’s explanation that the goal of time and motion studies should be to reduce fatigue in 

workers, not to increase production. By reducing fatigue, production increases would follow 

naturally, however if production were “‘made the object of the experiment . . ., what purports to 

be a scientific investigation degenerates into a process of speeding up.’”19 Farmer asserted that 

the methods employed by the Gilbreths and Taylor showed that they were concerned only with 

speeding up production, not with the care of individual workers. He argued that the best 

movements were the easiest and quickest for the individual worker, whereas, he stressed, “both 

Gilbreth and Taylor make their systems depend primarily upon speed.”20 The critical difference 

for industrial psychologists like Myers and Farmer lay in the rhythm different workers were able 

to attain based on their own physiologies. This approach directly contradicted the Gilbreths’ 

                                                
Industrial Fatigue Research Board (IFRB) to the Industrial Health Research Board, whose original guiding purpose 
was to study the effects of fatigue on the industrial worker. See more in Chapter 3.  

18 As quoted in "Review, Reports of the Industrial Fatigue Research Board," 84. Emphasis in original. 

19 As quoted in "Review, Reports of the Industrial Fatigue Research Board," 85. 

20 As quoted in "Review, Reports of the Industrial Fatigue Research Board." 
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“One Best Way” idea, which taught workers a single way to perform a task based on the way 

that the most efficient and effective expert moved while completing the task.   

 Myers’s own strong articulation of the differences between the efficiency engineer and 

the industrial psychologist appeared in the January 1923 issue of the Institute’s journal. His 

opening paragraph pulled no punches in laying out his essential belief in the differences of 

approach: 

“To-day I propose to address the efficiency engineer from the standpoint of the industrial 
psychologist, pointing out the limitations of his work unless it be carried out with 
continual and due regard for its psychological complications….In no circumstances 
whatever, would it appear justifiable to tell a workman to-day what Taylor…said to the 
“little Pennsylvania Dutchman” Schmidt, whom he was instructing in the best methods of 
handling pig-iron, – “You know just as well as I do that a high-priced man has to do 
exactly as he’s told from morning till night.” That is precisely what the worker fears will 
result from the application of motion study. If experts, appointed solely by the employers, 
are to go round the factory, observing, codifying and standardising the most efficient 
methods of carrying out different operations, the worker will be robbed, so he suspects, 
of his craft skill and will come to be treated, so he imagines, as a piece of machinery 
which without option has to carry out prescribed operations at a prescribed speed by 
prescribed movements.”21 
 

He made specific reference to the work by Frank and Lillian Gilbreth presented to the Barcelona 

Meeting of the International Conference on Vocational Guidance, critiquing their “One Best 

Way to Do Work” guiding principle from the perspective of a worker’s psychology and 

physiology:  

“It is necessary, they insist, ‘for the Psychologist to understand that the Quest of the One 
Best Way is the crux of the present industrial problem….’ To this the adequately trained 
psychologist retorts – “there is no ‘One Best Way.’ The psychological and physiological 
differences between individual workers are such that it is useless to train and to expect all 
to perform the same operations in precisely the same way….Each brings with him a 
certain style best suited to his mental and physical condition.”22  
 

                                                
21 Myers, "The Efficiency Engineer and the Industrial Psychologist," 168.  

22 Myers, "The Efficiency Engineer and the Industrial Psychologist," 168-169. 
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Myers believed that individual workers had unique physiological and psychological differences 

that contributed to their initiative, rhythms, and movements. Although Lillian Gilbreth had 

earned a PhD in psychology from Brown University, Myers dismissed her training as inadequate 

because it did not also consider physiological knowledge of the body.23 The One Best Way 

method would only work, he argued, if all people moved in the same way.  

In Myers’s view, scientific management relied on an “efficiency engineer” breaking 

every operation into discrete components of movements. The engineer did not study all 

employees, only the ones who performed certain steps in the quickest time. Instead, Myers 

leveraged his knowledge of physiology and psychology to demarcate his form of studying work:  

“Psychology and physiology, however, teach that an organism is more than a sum of 
parts thrown together haphazard. The individual has characteristics which are not to be 
found in his isolated parts and his best mode of movement is not necessarily to be derived 
from a combination of more elementary movements selected from different operatives on 
a basis of speed. Nor, indeed, without adequate evidence is it justifiable to conclude that 
the speediest or the shortest movement is necessarily the least fatiguing.”24  
 

Myers presented his work as more humane, because it did not endeavor to treat workers “as 

machines.” By taking into consideration the “human factors” related to the psychological and 

physiological conditions of workers, he believed workers would be encouraged mentally and 

physically to perform faster and more consistently. For example, for some workers, the least 

fatiguing activities could be those in which the worker made a longer, continuous, and sweeping 

movement as opposed to short angular ones, or those performed at a slower more rhythmic rate. 

Myers’s painstaking demarcation between good science and worse science is part of a long 

                                                
23 Myers also referred to Lillian Gilbreth as Mrs. instead of Dr. even though her Ph.D. credentials were listed after 
her name in the original article.  

24 Myers, "The Efficiency Engineer and the Industrial Psychologist," 170. Note: this description of something being 
“more than a sum of parts” may be connected to ideas of British emergentists; see Chapter 3 for the influence of the 
Cambridge community on Myers’s intellectual development. 
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history of demarcation in the scientific knowledge making process. While Myers was not going 

so far as to call the Gilbreth’s work non-science, he was calling into question its underlying 

assumptions and methods. By engaging in what sociologist Thomas Gieryn has called “boundary 

work,” Myers was constructing authority for his form of studying work and justifying his claims 

on the discipline.25  

This boundary, however, faced resistance from the Gilbreths. They vehemently disagreed 

with Myers’s depiction of their work. They contended that it not only flattened the distinction 

between their work and Taylorism, but it also reflected a superficial understanding of Taylorism. 

Their detailed response appeared in the same journal that Myers’s work initially appeared in, 

Anals de l’Institut d’Orientacio Professional, and, like Myers’, was reprinted in an abstracted 

form in the NIIP’s journal. The Gilbreths challenged Myers’s view that Taylor did not care for 

the worker at the same time that he wanted to increase productivity. They also contended that 

practitioners of scientific management had made many advances beyond Taylor, though they 

maintained “the correctness of his philosophy and principles.”26 The Gilbreths reaffirmed their 

belief in the One Best Way as the proper method of training workers and criticized Myers’s 

dismissal of their motion studies.  

In their own demarcation of the boundaries between efficiency engineers and industrial 

psychologists, the Gilbreths targeted the differences in industry experience between the two 

fields. Whereas the engineer had been engaged in industrial questions for centuries, they argued, 

the psychologist was “a newcomer to the industrial field” whose experience had previously been 

                                                
25 See Thomas F. Gieryn, "Boundary-Work and the Demarcation of Science from Non-Science: Strains and Interests 
in Professional Ideologies of Scientists," American Sociological Review 48, no. 6 (1983). 

26 Frank B. Gilbreth and Lillian Gilbreth, "The Efficiency Engineer and the Industrial Psychologist," The Journal of 
the National Institute of Industrial Psychology 2, no. 1 (1924). Emphasis in original. 
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limited to the laboratory. As a result, the psychologist lacked the “background of experience” 

that the efficiency engineer could leverage in addressing societal problems. They concluded with 

the recommendation that the engineer and the psychologist should seek to collaborate, but that 

the industrial engineers should take the lead given their experience.  

The journal issue, which was edited by Myers, placed the Gilbreths’ rebuttal behind an 

article that challenged their work, especially in the context of British society. While no records 

exist concerning how Myers decided the placement of articles in the NIIP’s journals, he might 

have hoped to call the reader’s attention to the current debates in the field with the article’s 

positioning. The article, boldly titled “The Relation between Spoiled Work and Rapid 

Production,” claimed that there was “considerable divergence of opinion as to the most 

satisfactory method of training [workers].”27 The author, a NIIP researcher named R. St. C. 

Brooke, argued that the Gilbreths’ work emphasized speed rather than accuracy of movement, 

whereas “in England, the general opinion has been that the most satisfactory method of teaching 

beginners was to make them work slowly at first and later to increase the speed of their 

movements as they grew more confident.”28 Brooke did not definitively side with either the 

Gilbreths or the industrial psychologists, but emphasized that the importance of either method 

should be to ensure quality work from workers. Either method could be valid if neither was taken 

to the extreme too early in the worker’s training.  

In succeeding issues of the journal, Myers’s opinion of the Gilbreths’ work continued to 

appear, though never again addressed so directly as the exchange between Myers and the 

                                                
27 R. St. C. Brooke, "The Relation between Spoiled Work and Rapid Production," Journal of the National Institute 
of Industrial Psychology 2, no. 1 (1924): 31. 

28 St. C. Brooke, "The Relation between Spoiled Work and Rapid Production." 
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Gilbreths. In book reviews, authors were said to be “on controversial grounds” if their work 

advanced ideas that promoted One Best Way ideals.29 When Frank Gilbreth died suddenly in 

June 1924, notice of his death appeared in the October issue of NIIP’s journal where he was 

called “an enthusiastic and faithful disciple of the late F. W. Taylor.”30 From this issue on, fewer 

references to the Gilbreths appeared – although Lillian continued to research and publish in other 

journals for many decades after her husband’s death. The references to the Gilbreths became 

more subtle, referring only instead to “efficiency managers” and adherents of Taylorism or the 

“One Best Way.”  

The issue following Frank Gilbreth’s death began with an article by Eric Farmer, who 

had begun working part-time as a senior investigator at the NIIP.31 The article, which was an 

abstract of a lecture delivered at the Summer Meeting of the Association of Technical Institutes 

in July 1924, sought again to justify the claim that industrial psychology was a science based on 

its subject matter and the methods used to study it. In publishing this article, the journal 

reiterated its stance on the sharp distinction between the work of industrial psychologists and 

adherents of Taylorism. Farmer argued in a section on movement study that the aims of the 

researchers were substantially different, with engineers focusing on output and psychologists and 

physiologists focusing on fatigue. The argument was much the same as his first article, but a new 

component was added – one that cast the differences between the two fields as one focusing on 

viewing man as a machine or on the worker’s humanity:  

                                                
29 For example, Review of “The Psychology of Education”, Journal of the National Institute of Industrial 
Psychology, 2, no. 4 (1924): 177. 

30 “Notes of News,” Journal of the National Institute of Industrial Psychology, 2, no. 4 (1924):170. 

31 Eric Farmer, "Industrial Fatigue," The Journal of the National Institute of Industrial Psychology 2, no. 5 (1925): 
187-197. 
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“I cannot in this paper point out in any detail the different principles underlying the 
methods, but the main difference is that Taylorism was carried out mostly by engineers 
thinking of output, whereas the movement in this country has been almost entirely carried 
out by psychologists and physiologists whose sole object is the relief of fatigue. The 
result has been that the worker has been studied not from the mechanical point of view, 
but from the human point of view.”32 
 

The timing of this article in early 1925, and the presentation of the original lecture in mid-1924, 

came at a very interesting cultural moment in interwar Britain. As discussed in chapter 1, Czech 

author Karel Čapek’s play R.U.R. (Rossum’s Universal Robots) had come to London in 1923 and 

caused a splash. The play encouraged debate about the role of mechanization in British society 

and the dangers of ignoring the human elements of workers, i.e., workers becoming robots. Most 

at stake was the stability of society as worker strikes and revolutions seemed ever on the horizon. 

Progressive-minded organizations like the NIIP endeavored to reduce the occurrences of strikes 

by proactively addressing sites of industrial and workplace conflict.  

The demarcation between good science and worse science was critical for Myers, Farmer, 

and other British authors because it allowed them to stake out their research as more empirical, 

more credible, and most importantly, more effective in producing the desired aims for society – 

namely, promoting worker welfare and building more productive economies. Thus, it should 

come as no surprise that the journal also included a spate of British authors who lambasted 

international investigations into efficiency and production if they focused on motion study 

instead of having “any psychological basis.”33 In each article, the authors criticized the 

international research’s overemphasis on increased output at the expense of the workers’ welfare.  

                                                
32 Farmer, "Industrial Fatigue," 190. Interestingly, in the copy of the original journal used for this dissertation, this 
section is underlined and boxed in by (presumably) the original owner/reader.  

33 Max Tagg, "Industrial Psychology in Russia," Journal of the National Institute of Industrial Psychology 2, no. 8 
(1925): 360. 
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Above all else, worker welfare was the critical component that distinguished the 

psychologist from the engineer and served as the foundation for all decisions into how to study 

problems in industry. For Myers and his peers at NIIP and the IFRB, psychologists had an ethical 

obligation to the welfare of their research subjects, and this theme would be picked up repeatedly 

throughout the articles when authors discussed the methodology and findings.  Myers believed 

that industrial psychologists had a responsibility to provide information on both ethical and 

economic aspects of operations under their review. In his treatise against the efficiency engineer, 

he quoted an article from the August 1920 issue of the Trade and Engineering Supplement of the 

Times where an engineering correspondent advised that industrial psychologists should only 

provide “‘plain and uncoloured statement of the facts they are asked to measure’ and not to 

concern themselves ‘with either the ethical or the economic aspects of the operations on which 

they are asked to advise.’”34 Following this advice, Myers argued, would disbar the psychologist 

from investigating either the origin or the existence of factory “worries and discontent.” 

Additionally, it would prohibit the psychologist from investigating other factory life conditions 

that contributed to issues of productivity and fatigue, especially those that may be of a 

psychological character. He advised that psychologists should pursue these topics so long as he 

has gained “the confidence of the employer and of the employed,” reiterating his belief that an 

industrial psychologist’s work could only be done after he had gained the trust of both the 

employer and the workers. Balancing the needs of employers and workers in order to gain the 

confidence of each was a difficult undertaking, but Myers and his colleagues believed it was the 

only way to study industrial psychology properly in applied settings.  

                                                
34 As quoted in Myers, "The Efficiency Engineer and the Industrial Psychologist," 171. 
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Throughout the interwar period, one can find additional instances of Myers and his 

colleagues critiquing movement studies in the vein of the Gilbreths’ One Best Way. Each 

indicated that studies of movement needed to incorporate physiological and psychological 

knowledge. For example, in his 1925 book Industrial Psychology, Myers stressed that variations 

in physiology led workers to insert “accessory movements” that did not necessarily harm 

efficiency. Instead of regulating how workers should move, he emphasized the need for workers 

to find a “graceful rhythm,” which would allow ease of movement while still aiming for 

efficiency of movement.35 Another instance occurred in 1931, when the NIIP researcher Nigel 

Balchin asserted that individuals required “different best ways.” His study on movement in box 

packing examined how workers transferred a series of small items from several large trays to a 

central box under two methods. At the beginning of his observation period, before he made any 

interventions, he observed that the women tended to choose one of two methods for packing the 

boxes. In one, the objects were picked up directly from the tray and placed in the box. In the 

other, the women collected the number of items she needed from the tray and then placed them 

in the box, “thus handling each item twice, but making only one long stretch and substituting the 

four short movements of cupping each article from beside the box.” The workers’ speed 

depended either on the quickness of their extended movements or the quickness and neatness of 

their smaller “cupping” movements when the items were placed in the box. The experimenters 

then asked the women to try the other method; in each case, the worker improved her speed by 

4.7% to 25%, measured under a variety of conditions. While it would have been possible to 

claim “that one of these methods must be theoretically the better, because it involves less total 

movement than the other,” Balchin concluded, “the vital point of the worker’s physical make-up 

                                                
35 C. S. Myers, Industrial Psychology (New York: Peoples' Institute Publishing Co., 1925), 86.  
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remains, suiting one to one method and one to another.” He added in closing, that from the 

perspective of all involved, a change in packing habits would be far easier than “to change a 

physiological and psychological characteristic like speed of muscular movement.”36 

Identifying the state of the science at the NIIP, including how its researchers articulated 

the differences between their work and others, allows us to anticipate how it would approach 

new scientific studies in industrial psychology at that time. In each of its previous studies, the 

NIIP’s researchers emphasized how individual factors of psychology and physiology contributed 

to the differences found in motion study, and, therefore, that workers could not be reduced to a 

“one best way.” The rest of this chapter examines how closely the NIIP held to its beliefs about 

the human factors of industry when it encountered a new type of research subject. In each of its 

engagements with research clients, the NIIP had to serve multiple audiences – including 

industrial psychologists, the client, workers, and society – in order to gain legitimacy for the 

ways it tried to leverage physio-psychological knowledge to order society. At the same time, the 

NIIP’s partnership with the National Institute for the Blind (N.I.B.) brought into question its 

devotion to human factors of industry. As the NIIP engaged with its various publics on this 

project – including the N.I.B., the N.I.B.’s constituents, and employers – the individual factors of 

blind workers became less emphasized than one central defining feature of these new research 

subjects: degree of sight and its effect on efficiency. 

  

                                                
36 N. Balchin, “Movement Study in Packing,” Journal of the National Institute of Industrial Psychology 5 (1931),  
274-275.  
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Partnership with the National Institute for the Blind 

On July 13, 1927, the newly-formed Appointments Board of the National Institute for the 

Blind met with the NIIP to discuss the possibility of an investigation into employment for 

workers with blindness and low vision. The board, which consisted primarily of London 

businessmen, was chaired by Captain Sir Beachcroft Towse, a retired British army officer who 

had devoted himself to issues of blindness after he was blinded in the Boer War. The board had 

first convened the month prior to discuss efforts to extend the range of employments available to 

N.I.B.’s constituents, and it was then decided to enlist the NIIP’s help. After having secured the 

partnership, the Appointments Board convened a Placement Committee to carry out the research 

work. The committee featured a range of researchers from the N.I.B. and the NIIP, as well as 

business and industry leaders and other physicians and men of science. From the NIIP, both Dr. 

Charles Myers and the research associate C. B. Fox sat on the committee. Other investigators 

from the NIIP assisted in the research, including Mr. F. M. Earle, Mr. A. R. Knight, Mr. A. 

Angles, and Ms. Sheila Bevington. 

The NIIP was proud of the partnership, which ran from September 1927 until 1932. 

Although a large component of the NIIP’s work included contracting with private firms, 

charities, and other institutions to conduct research on ways industrial psychology could improve 

working conditions in Britain, the work with the N.I.B. was touted as one of the NIIP’s most 

notable projects, and was even included in an article in the prestigious science journal Nature in 

1931. The article emphasized that the work’s value lay not in increasing the efficiency of the 

workshops for the blind, but “in the extent to which it assists the blind to become useful and 
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effective members of the community and breaks down the isolation so characteristic of the blind 

worker.”37  

The N.I.B. described the need for employment as “vital” to those with partial vision and 

full blindness not only economically, but intellectually and socially. In one pamphlet on 

employment, the N.I.B. warned that joblessness meant “deterioration of mind and body, and 

black unhappiness.” Employment provided social and economic opportunities for the person to 

“share in the privileges of citizenship by virtue of the contribution made.”38 It framed its work in 

terms of citizenship as a way to argue that mistreatment and neglect of Britons with blindness 

prevented individuals from being true citizens. Readers at the time would connect this to the 

scores of war-wounded veterans who were blinded during their military service. 

In the years leading up to the investigation, the N.I.B. had been interested in expanding 

employment and educational opportunities for its constituents, and it had undertaken some work 

on the question prior to enlisting the NIIP. The N.I.B.’s campaigns targeted a range of audiences 

– from parents of blind children to employers of sighted-only workforces, from local authorities 

to people with low vision and blindness – in order to educate various publics about the 

detrimental effects of existing social relations on people with blindness. Critical to these 

developments was the N.I.B.’s desire to dispel the stereotype that blindness correlated with low 

                                                
37 "The National Institute of Industrial Psychology," Nature 127 (1931): 724. “Not the least important feature of the 
Institutes [sic] work is that which it has carried out on behalf of the National Institute for the Blind (more 
particularly during the past year), its studies of the organisation, working methods, and conditions of various blind 
workshops. The interests of the work lies not so much in its remarkable effect in increasing efficiency in such 
workshops, but in the extent to which it assists the blind to become useful and effective members of the community 
and breaks down the isolation so characteristics of the blind worker.” 

38 National Institute for the Blind, Basket-Making by the Blind, N.I.B. Bulletin No. 5 (London: National Institute for 
the Blind, n.d., ca. 1934), Migel Memorial Collection, p. 3, https://archive.org/details/basketmakingbyblbullnati/.  
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mental abilities, which affected both education and employment opportunities and contributed to 

economic disparities and isolation.  

Prior to the 1920s, various national initiatives arose to address issues in education, 

employment, health, and welfare. In 1893, Britain passed a bill requiring compulsory education 

for children with blindness up to age sixteen. While this statute allowed children access to 

education, it was in specialized schools separate from fully sighted peers, perpetuating the belief 

that blindness was correlated with low mental abilities. Some estimated that the rate of mental 

disability in blind children under the age of five was between 33.5% and 50%.39 As such, 

disparities existed in the types of education received. Institutionalization of young children was 

also commonplace. In 1918, the National Institute for the Blind set up a home for blind children 

aged two to five at Chorley Wood, Hertfordshire called the “Sunshine House.” The impetus 

behind the school was the belief that blind children were “either…spoiled by mistaken kindness 

or…greatly neglected: in either case the result is thoroughly bad– hence their removal to homes 

where they may live under the best conditions and may, in the hands of experts, receive a 

training suited to their disability.”40 The N.I.B. expressed its hope for the school as follows: “The 

main idea is that the children should be taught to grow up as normal human beings, and to treat 

their blindness as a handicap to be overcome, rather than as an affliction.”41 Once children had 

reached the age of five, they were placed in certified schools for the blind, such as the newly-

created model school at Birmingham. Efforts to create suitable higher education facilities were 

                                                
39 Hugh Chisholm, Encyclopædia Britannica, 12th ed. (1922), s.v. "Blindness," 462. This contemporary source does 
not indicate how these numbers were derived, nor the definition of “mental defectiveness.”  
 
40 Chisholm,“Blindness.” 
 
41 National Institute of the Blind, Annual Report of the Executive Council of the National Institute for the Blind for 
the Year ended March Thirty-First Nineteen Hundred and Twenty (London: National Institute for the Blind, 1920), 
p. 7, Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/annualreport19190000nati/. 
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also underway. In 1917, the N.I.B. received a donation to begin the Chorley Wood College for 

girls, which was established in 1921 to provide secondary education to girls. Its graduates were 

employed as trained masseuses, hospital probationers, kennel workers, teachers, and writers.42 

Some graduates went on to Oxford University and the London School of Economics and pursued 

professional jobs as teachers and social workers.43 

The N.I.B. published widely on its education and placement efforts in The Beacon, later 

renamed The New Beacon, a monthly magazine devoted to the interests of the blind. In March 

1927, prior to the start of the NIIP partnership, it detailed the efforts underway at the Chorley 

Wood College to use vocational selection tests in accepting students to the Massage Department. 

A committee of six male physicians reviewed “mental and medical reports” of each student and 

made “an examination as to general and special suitability for the profession,” after which they 

entered into a one-month probationary period.44 The N.I.B. felt strongly about the rigidity and 

thoroughness of their review process, which included a home visit of the student. The process 

aimed to regiment the discovery of new professions for persons with blindness and ward off unfit 

applicants who would destroy the profession for all blind persons: 

“The above system of careful selection must always be utilized…. [The Education 
Committee] would be asking for trouble if they permitted haphazard applicants to make a 
mess of things. As in the sighted so in the blind world – clergymen, writers, insurance 
agents and artisans are born and not made, and the duty of an Education Committee is not 
only to find the right way to teach blind people…but to find the right men for the right 

                                                
42 National Institute of the Blind, Annual Report of the Executive Council of the National Institute for the Blind for 
the Year ended March Thirty-First Nineteen Hundred and Twenty-Eight, 1928, Migel Memorial Collection, p. 24, 
https://archive.org/stream/annualreport19270000/. 

43 For examples of two graduates see Sally French, Visual Impairment and Work: Experiences of Visually Impaired 
People (London: Routledge, 2017), 33.  

44 “The Work of the Education Committee of the National Institute for the Blind,” The Beacon 11, no. 123 (March 
1927), 1-4. 
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jobs. For instance, one or two incompetent blind masseurs might damn the whole 
profession.”45 
 

The perceived risk of hiring “incompetent” workers threatened the employment potential of all 

workers with blindness, and the institute feared that one bad worker could ruin the expansion of 

professions for all blind persons. In this quotation, we also see the unnamed author express their 

belief in innate predispositions toward particular professions. This type of thinking frequently 

accompanied vocational selection and guidance initiatives during the interwar period; however, 

as will be discussed later in this chapter, this focus appeared more in schools than in the training 

that happened in the workshops for the blind in part because the workshops taught trades that had 

been long-considered suitable for persons with blindness.46 It was the new professions that 

carried the most risk and were seen as the most vulnerable to closing their doors to capable 

workers with blindness. 

Schools provided limited assistance to people whose vision deteriorated later in life, and 

other programs were needed to address their needs. The Ministry of Health’s Advisory 

Committee on the Welfare of the Blind estimated that while most blind persons became blind 

either during their first year of life or between 60 and 70 years of age, 42.9% became blind 

between the ages of 20 and 60.47 Because the onset of blindness could occur at any point in one’s 

life, employment training for persons with blindness was seen as necessary for people through 

                                                
45 “The Work of the Education Committee of the National Institute for the Blind,” 4. 

46 See also the discussion on innate predispositions in other vocational guidance and selection experiments in 
chapter 4.  

47 Based on estimates from 1927; numbers vary from year to year, with estimates given for 1919, 1923, 1925, and 
1927. The estimates were derived based on the registers of blind persons required as part of the 1920 Blind Persons 
Act. Some registered blind persons did not list their present ages or the age incidence of blindness, so the numbers 
were estimated based on population. Ministry of Health, Seventh Report of the Advisory Committee on the Welfare 
of the Blind to the Minister of Health 1926-27 (London: HMSO, 1927), 8-9. 
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their 50s – though some sources reported that persons beyond age 50 were rarely successful in 

acquiring new professional or handicraft training. In general, if a person lost their sight, they 

were advised to continue in their previous occupation, but when this was not feasible, they were 

given a list of suitable trades and occupations frequently practiced by blind workers in England, 

including the making of brushes, baskets, mats, mattresses, nets, string bags, and wooden-toys; 

chair caning; boot and shoe repair; hand- and machine-knitting; weaving; gardening and farming 

(including tending to animals); and shop-keeping. Many people learned these trades through the 

workshops for the blind, which also provided a means of employment under skilled supervision. 

After the First World War, public attention turned to the welfare of the blind in part 

because of the large numbers of soldiers and sailors blinded in war. In July 1920, the Ministry of 

Health estimated that 30,785 people in England and Wales were blind, approximately 853 per 

million of the population.48 The same year, the government introduced the Blind Persons Act that 

sought to “promote the welfare of blind persons” on a local level, though details on how to do 

this were few. Under the act, local authorities were required to keep registers of blind and 

partially sighted residents in their areas and provide them with technical education.49 The act’s 

definition of blindness was frustrating to many. Workers were considered eligible for services if 

they were “so blind as to be unable to perform any work for which eyesight is essential,” but 

those qualifications could vary in each county and county borough council.50 The definition had 

the benefit of including people with low vision and full blindness, though at the time, the 

                                                
48 Chisholm, “Blindness,” 462. 

49 Additionally, persons over fifty would receive a pension on the level typically provided a sighted person at age 
seventy as long as they were “so blind as to be unable to perform any work for which eyesight is essential.”  In 
1938, the age was lowered from fifty to forty. See Blind Persons Act, 1920 and Blind Persons Act, 1938. 

50 Blind Persons Act, 1920. 
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distinctions along this spectrum were muted and anyone with such extreme visual impairments 

were referred to as “the blind.” On the educational level, a formalized definition of blindness was 

not on record until 1945.51  

The act garnered mixed responses, especially on financial issues. Local authorities who 

were now tasked with greater welfare responsibilities to the blind members of their communities 

viewed national organizations with suspicion. They perceived groups like the N.I.B. as diverting 

money away from local initiatives and toward national ones through public appeals. The N.I.B. 

worked closely with local authorities to dispel this suspicion, and the Ministry of Health 

Advisory Committee on the Welfare of the Blind supported partnerships between voluntary and 

statutory agencies. However, friction remained high in some sections of Britain where the 

financial considerations of blind welfare such as pensions led to the neglect of other assistance 

considerations, like the workshops for the blind.52 Furthermore, as historian Caroline Weaver has 

discussed, the Blind Act of 1920 only permitted local authorities to give welfare support, but it 

did not compel them to do so; it was only through the enactment of the Local Government Act of 

1929 that local authorities moved to provide assistance to blind person under the 1920 Act as 

opposed to the Poor Law.53 Although the 1929 Act did not specifically target blind persons, it 

abolished the system of Poor Law Unions and transferred the responsibilities to local 

governments, which included welfare provisions for people with blindness and low vision. 

                                                
51 According to the Disabled Pupils and School Health Service Regulations (1945), pupils were considered blind if 
they “had no sight or whose sight was or was likely to become so defective that they require education by methods 
not involving the use of sight.” See Sue Wheatcroft, Worth Saving: Disabled children during the Second World War 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013), 147. 

52 Madeline Rooff, Voluntary Societies and Social Policy (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul LTD, 1957), 221-225. 

53 Caroline Weaver, "Eyesight and Governance in Britain: Bureaucracy and the Senses in the 1920s," Social History 
of Medicine 27, no. 2 (2015): 246.  



 176 

The 1920 Blind Persons Act led to an increased demand on the workshops for the blind, 

but the Advisory Council for the Ministry of Health was concerned about their management and 

efficiency. The workshops required a “high cost of supervision for a proportionately low trade 

output.” 54 The Advisory Council estimated that more than 30% of workers hired in the 

workshops held either no or low earning capacity and recommended that these workers should be 

provided for in some other way than by employment in a workshop. To identify these workers 

earlier, the Advisory Committee recommended entrance exams that included measures of 

efficiency and productivity to ensure that the workers could produce saleable goods.55 On several 

occasions during the 1920s, the Ministry of Health and the Board of Education advised looking 

into efficiency tests and creating efficiency standards for blind workers not just in the 

workshops, but within other occupations as well, such as pianoforte tuners, where the training 

standard varied across the country.56  

 The Ministry of Health Advisory Committee co-operated with the N.I.B. throughout the 

1920s and early 1930s on a variety of issues regarding blind persons, and the N.I.B. became one 

of the primary intermediaries for local authorities on matters of charity. The Advisory 

Committee held the N.I.B. in esteem for its advocacy work that targeted both local and national 

interests.57 It must be noted, however, that the N.I.B. did not have unanimous support from the 

                                                
54 Advisory Committee on the Welfare of the Blind, Fourth Annual Report of the Advisory Committee on the 
Welfare of the Blind to the Minister of Health 1922-23 (London: HMSO, 1923), 7. 

55 Advisory Committee on the Welfare of the Blind, Fourth Annual Report of the Advisory Committee on the 
Welfare of the Blind to the Minister of Health 1922-23 (London: HMSO, 1923), 7 

56 In 1925, the Board of Education and the Ministry of Health investigated pianoforte tuner training. Advisory 
Committee on the Welfare of the Blind, Seventh Annual Report of the Advisory Committee on the Welfare of the 
Blind to the Minister of Health 1926-7 (London: HMSO, 1928), 10. 

57 Advisory Committee on the Welfare of the Blind, Seventh Annual Report of the Advisory Committee on the 
Welfare of the Blind to the Minister of Health 1926-7 (London: HMSO, 1928), 24. 
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blind communities in Britain. There were groups of blind advocates who disagreed with the 

paternalistic nature of the N.I.B. In the decades leading up to the partnership, battles raged in 

various charities, political, and trade unions that caused schisms between the various groups for 

and of the blind on the role charity, especially on the efficacy of state support for blind people. 

Activists believed that blind individuals needed state-sponsored welfare programs, including 

wage augmentation and pensions, not a continued reliance on private charity for assistance. The 

National Institute for the Blind was sometimes a target of animosity for advocacy groups like the 

National League of the Blind, which was a trade union of blind workers who campaigned against 

the legacy of reliance on private charitable support of the blind in favor of government welfare 

measures.58 The League’s message often took aim at organizations like the N.I.B, and strong 

debates arose about the best path toward economic freedoms for blind individuals. At stake for 

these groups were economic and social freedoms for blind individuals who no longer wanted to 

be dependent on the whims of alms of the charitable.  

The context of political activism and welfare initiatives helps to explain some of the 

maneuverings the N.I.B. made during the interwar period, especially in the context of campaigns 

against private charity and for government welfare support. It is through this context that we 

should see the N.I.B.’s placement work with the NIIP, which functioned as one way to expand 

employment for its constituents and provide a scientific rationale to the welfare measure of wage 

augmentation and old age pensions. 

The N.I.B.’s placement work was not a partnership with the Ministry of Health’s 

Advisory Committee, but it was an initiative the committee was pleased to hear about and 

                                                
58 See Matthias Reiss, Blind Workers against Charity : The National League of the Blind of Great Britain and 
Ireland, 1893-1970 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015). 
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provided support for in later years. The program followed along similar lines to a suggestion the 

committee made in its fourth and fifth reports in 1923-24. In those reports, the committee 

recommended that voluntary agencies like the N.I.B. or the League work with sympathetic 

employers in their areas to “make an exhaustive survey of the various processes carried on at 

local factories and workshops which could be performed by blind persons.”59  

The N.I.B. sought out the NIIP’s assistance on the project as a way to further its use of 

applied sciences to improve the lives of people with blindness and low vision. In 1926, the year 

before the partnership with the NIIP, the N.I.B. touted science and its application as 

revolutionizing the lives of blind persons in its widely-circulated annual report.60 The N.I.B. saw 

itself as part of the vanguard in bringing the benefits of science to the world. The article 

explained that the N.I.B.’s parent organization pioneered the spread of Braille in Great Britain 

beginning in its founding in 1868.61 Later, it created the Technical and Research Committee 

composed of “many distinguished experts in the scientific world” to investigate “any inventions 

or ideas which may be utilised by or for the benefit of the blind,” including methods of 

producing Braille and Moon literature, apparatuses for the blind, and occupational analysis.62 

                                                
59 Advisory Committee on the Welfare of the Blind, Seventh Annual Report of the Advisory Committee on the 
Welfare of the Blind to the Minister of Health 1926-7 (London: HMSO, 1928), 16. 

60 National Institute of the Blind, Annual Report of the Executive Council of the National Institute for the Blind for 
the Year ended March Thirty-First Nineteen Hundred and Twenty-Six (London: National Institute for the Blind, 
1927), p. 39-40, Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/annualreportofex0000nati/. 

61 At the time, it was then known as the British and Foreign Blind Association.  

62 National Institute of the Blind, Annual Report of the Executive Council of the National Institute for the Blind for 
the Year ended March Thirty-First Nineteen Hundred and Twenty-Six (London: National Institute for the Blind, 
1927), p. 39, Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/annualreportofex0000nati/. Moon literature is a 
type of embossed literature invented in 1845 in Britain by Dr. William Moon.  
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Industrial psychology presented an avenue for using science to persuade industry to 

improve opportunities and working conditions for the blind. As such, in 1927, the two institutes 

decided the NIIP would focus on two types of research: 

“(1) Improvement of present conditions in blind workshops, e.g., lay out [sic]; 
factory methods employed; further divisions of labour and introduction of teams. 
(2) Finding new work and sources of occupations. This latter group could be still 
further sub-divided namely :– 

(a) Employment of the blind in sighted factories 
(b) Sub-contracting for sighted firms in factories employing blind labour.”63 

 
This list would expand during the institutes’ partnership to include additional sub-categories as 

well as an additional study into insurance underwriting as an occupation for men who had 

received higher education. Though they hoped to make some gains, neither the N.I.B. nor the 

NIIP were overly optimistic in the number of professions that could be opened up to the blind, 

especially as economic depression made work difficult to find for all Britons.  

The following sections will discuss each category of research in the order that the NIIP 

undertook them. The NIIP pursued the categories in reverse order because the research into the 

workshops for the blind took several years, whereas immediate progress could be made on the 

categories of placement in sighted factories and identifying processes for sub-contracting in the 

workshops for the blind. As a note on terminology, the N.I.B. and the NIIP distinguished the 

workshops for the blind from “sighted workshops,” also known as “ordinary workshops.” In the 

discussion that follows, I will preserve the usage of “sighted workshops” and “workshops for the 

blind.” 

 

                                                
63 National Institute for the Blind, Report of the Placement Committee, October 5, 1927, P1 Placement: Policy and 
Reports, Royal National Institute of the Blind Archive. 
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New Avenues of Employment in Sighted Factories and Workshops 

The first category the NIIP pursued looked into finding new avenues of employment in 

factories employing only sighted labor. The impetus for this line of research came after the 

N.I.B.’s Advisory Committee conducted research on how factories in the United States and 

Germany employed workers with low vision and blindness following the end of the Great War, 

when a great number of young men returned from the front lines with damaged eyesight. In a 

1927 article, the N.I.B. wrote passionately of how the war kindled world-wide interest in 

developing new occupational opportunities for people with partial vision and full blindness.64 It 

reported that both the Americans and Germans were ahead of the British in developing 

successful employment models, and that the British should look to them to develop employment 

opportunities at home. Specifically, it noted that beginning in 1910, American organizations for 

the blind moved away from workshops for the blind for economic reasons – finding them 

unprofitable and being in need of more laborers – and turned instead to the practice of placing 

blind workers in sighted factories, especially those requiring hand labor. The N.I.B.’s article also 

noted how Germans moved to a similar practice of placement in sighted factories through the 

establishment of the Disablement Law in 1923. The law required at least 2 percent of employees 

in any workshop to have severe disabilities or be blind. As a result, German manufacturers 

increasingly assigned blind workers to positions requiring skilled labor instead of only giving 

light work like pasting and packaging. These new positions frequently necessitated the use of 

machines that incorporated safety devices. From these American and German examples, the 

N.I.B. concluded that blindness should not limit a worker to traditional handmade goods like 

                                                
64 National Institute of the Blind, Annual Report of the Executive Council of the National Institute for the Blind for 
the Year ended March Thirty-First Nineteen Hundred and Twenty-Seven (London: National Institute of the Blind, 
1927), p. 43-44, Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/annualreportofex0000nati_p6f0/. 
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basket- and brush-making, but that these workers should be considered eligible for openings in 

trades outside the workshops for the blind. 

While the American and German cases provided some ideas that Britons could try, the 

NIIP pointed out that other international reports lacked sufficient definitions of blindness. The 

NIIP criticized the reports for their lack of attention to important physiological characteristics 

and presentations of blindness. In particular, the NIIP underscored two components: first, the 

omission of workers with partial blindness or those able to distinguish light from dark ignored 

important physiological differences that could influence a worker’s ability. Second, the studies, 

according to the NIIP’s report, presumed that the workers were born with blindness rather than 

exhibiting it later in life. This assumption precluded that the worker may have received training 

in a profession prior to losing his sight.65 Myers and several of his colleagues at the NIIP held 

medical degrees and believed that any investigation into industry needed to incorporate psycho-

physiological information of workers. By publishing these criticisms in the N.I.B.’s annual 

report, which was circulated among the N.I.B.’s constituents and charitable partners, the N.I.B. 

can be seen as providing an additional avenue of dissemination of Myers’s brand of industrial 

psychology, in this case, as a science-based solution to the problem of blind employment.  

After conducting the literature review, two NIIP investigators, Mr. A. Angles and Miss 

Sheila Bevington, began the first rounds of visits to factories to explore what possibilities existed 

for factory employment. To discover factories who might be amenable to their investigations, 

                                                
65 National Institute for the Blind, Annual Report of the Executive Council of the National Institute for the Blind for 
the Year ended March Thirty-First Nineteen Hundred and Twenty-Seven (London: National Institute for the Blind, 
1927), Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/annualreportofex0000nati_p6f0/; National Institute of 
Industrial Psychology, Second Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind, 24 February 1928, 
Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/.   
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they visited two labour exchanges.66 The state-funded exchanges functioned as a centralized 

office where jobless people could go to find work and replaced the traditional practice of going 

door-to-door to factories asking for work. The exchanges were broadly designed for all 

unemployed, but had not been used frequently by blind individuals. The researchers encountered 

a range of problems at the labour exchange on Pentonville Road in Central London’s Islington 

Borough, and turned up no new locations of work.67 The labour exchange worker, Miss Gates, 

explained that the King’s Cross industrial area – located near the Pentonville Road Exchange – 

was unsuitable for blind workers, “consisting as it does very largely of small firms housed in 

antiquated premises.”68 The report provided no clarification on why the antiquated premises 

posed a problem to workers with partial vision or full blindness. Perhaps the lighting was too 

poor for partially-sighted workers or cramped conditions made it difficult to maneuver with 

limited sight. Of course, it is at least possible that a degree of prejudice played a role here, with 

labour exchange employees being unable to imagine blind workers in a variety of jobs.  

The Shoreditch Labour Exchange provided more options. The manager, Mr. Young, 

suggested several firms that might be open to employing blind workers and allowing the NIIP to 

investigate possibilities. Mr. Young also agreed to provide assistance to blind workers at his 

                                                
66 The labour exchange system began following the enactment of the 1909 Labour Exchanges Act, put forward by 
Winston Churchill. 

67 Trade unionists were suspicious or outright opposed to the exchanges because they feared it would limit their 
bargaining power and make it easier to recruit cheap labor from rural areas. 

68 National Institute of Industrial Psychology, Appendix III of Report of Investigation for the National Institute for 
the Blind [ca. 1927-8], Migel Memorial Collection, p. 1, https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/. 
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Exchange including “making final arrangements for employment” and “recommending suitable 

lodgings for blind persons who may subsequently be employed.”69 

After visiting these two exchanges, the researchers then approached a few firms. In their 

report of the visits, Angles and Bevington advised future investigators to contact a firm’s director 

or secretary first in order to secure permission to visit the factory. Chance visits were strongly 

discouraged and seen as a hindrance to gaining factory cooperation. During this initial 

investigation in late-1927 to early-1928, Angles and Bevington visited 23 firms and discovered 

59 areas where blind persons might be employed. At each location, the researchers noted any 

suitable processes, the number of blind persons who might be employed in these processes, 

whether the process was suitable to those with full blindness or those with partial vision, the 

willingness of the firm to employ blind workers, and the “suitability of firm’s pr[e]mises to blind 

workers.” Table 1 recreates the table included in the NIIP’s report. In addition to the table of 

processes (table 1), the NIIP detailed the “psychological requirements” of a worker for each of 

the processes and cross-listed this analysis with the processes listed in table 1 for vocational 

guidance and selection purposes. For example, the process most commonly considered suitable 

for the blind involved those in packing and finishing, a generic term to cover a large number of 

final operations in industry. The work was said to require workers of “median intelligence” with 

a “high degree of finger dexterity and quick reactions… [and the] capacity for sitting for long 

periods in one place.” Processes in specific factories cross-listed on the table included numbers 

3, 5, 6, 12-14, 16, 17, 21, and more.70 

                                                
69 National Institute of Industrial Psychology, Appendix III of Report of Investigation for the National Institute for 
the Blind [ca. 1927-8], Migel Memorial Collection, p. 1, https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/. 

70 National Institute of Industrial Psychology, “Analysis of processes suitable for the blind,” Appendix III of Report 
of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind, n.d. [ca. 1927-8?], Migel Memorial Collection, 
https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/. 
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Table 1’s last two categories of research indicate the NIIP’s awareness of existing 

prejudices against hiring blind workers. While they found a number of firms that were willing to 

employ blind workers, many firms only provided a tentative willingness depending on a number 

of factors, including: safety, Trade Union attitude, insurance, and transport. Any number of these 

factors could be called upon as an excuse to limit the possibility of employing a person with 

blindness.  

The prejudices against blind workers had appeared in government reports since before the 

war. In 1914, the British government appointed a Departmental Committee on the welfare of the 

blind to investigate the conditions of the workshops. The committee concluded that blind 

workers were best suited to traditional handcraft trades like basket- and mat-making. More 

damaging from the perspective of activists of and for the blind were the conclusions that blind 

workers necessarily required sighted supervision and “could seldom achieve more than half the 

output of a sighted worker.”71  

In 1928, the Chairman of the N.I.B.’s Placement Committee, Dr. P. M. Evans explained 

that in Britain, “the root of the whole problem was the suitability of any given worker for the 

employment in question.” Employers, he argued, “[preferred] to discharge any moral 

responsibility they might feel by making a donation to one of the funds for the blind [rather than 

hiring workers with blindness].”72 The N.I.B.’s Placement Committee hoped to prove that its 

workers would be assets to sighted firms. Rather idealistically, Evans ventured that he hoped 

workers with blindness would be given preference for suitable vacancies. He added that the 

                                                
71 J. G. Stewart, Report of the Working Party on Workshops for the Blind (London: HMSO, 1962), p. 2. 
https://archive.org/details/op1265968-1001  

72 “New Sources of Work for the Blind: Exploration by Appointments Board of the National Institute.” The Beacon 
12, no. 140 (August 1928), p. 2. 
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N.I.B. was working to address concerns about insurance liability and would work with 

employers on matters of further training. The N.I.B. and the NIIP hoped to overturn some of the 

most common prejudices against blind individuals through their work, but the two institutes 

acknowledged that the existing stereotypes may be couched in other terms like safety and 

insurance. The NIIP’s attention to this detail highlights the researchers’ commitment to gaining 

the trust of their clients and research subjects, and to the ethical obligations to the welfare of the 

workers they studied.  

 When several firms refused the NIIP admittance to their factories, the NIIP took note of 

the reasons cited and included them in their reports to the N.I.B. At times, the explanations 

appeared straightforward, but others highlighted persistent stereotypes encountered by workers 

with low or no vision. For example, Waterlow’s, a printer, reported that it had “no repetitive 

work,” repeating a trope that the blind workforce was only capable of performing repetitive 

work. Others believed that blind workers could not compete with sighted ones in certain 

industries, such as Cremona Ltd in pianoforte tuning – ignoring or ignorant to the fact that many 

prominent activist members of the National Institute for the Blind had been employed for 

decades as piano tuners.73 Another firm on the Upper Thames Street, simply said that it “could 

not employ the blind.”74 

Another form of bias against the blind came in the form of concern for the worker’s 

happiness and potential feelings of isolation. The N.I.B. highlighted this area to the NIIP because 

one of the women placed in a sighted factory quit after “feeling strain due to the rush of the 

                                                
73 See for example, Benjamin Purse’s biography in Reiss, Blind Workers against Charity. 

74 Other reasons included a lack of factory work, seasonal and casual employment, and concerns that the work was 
“dangerous.” The category of danger could sometimes be avoided with the use of additional safeguards, but the 
knowledge of remedies and the potential expense to employers warded off many factory owners from developing 
these options. 
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factory and the isolation.”75 The NIIP framed discussions of worker happiness and feelings of 

isolation as a potential area of concern not just for the workplace, but for the overall well-being 

of the individual worker. As mentioned previously, the N.I.B. believed that employment could 

help ward off “deterioration of mind and body, and black unhappiness.”76 Before starting the 

surveys of factories, the institutes wrote in an internal report that they saw a “big psychological 

problem in front of them…they had to decide whether the blind were happier and worked better, 

[sic] when in the company of sighted or blind persons.”77 This concern also appeared several 

times in publications of and for blind persons, especially The Beacon. The term isolation was 

frequently invoked by those with blindness as a main source of unhappiness generally in life, 

and, according to the NIIP, the factory and workshop settings could produce three distinct forms 

of isolation. The first two forms involved interpersonal concerns, while the third was due to 

mental anguish caused by difficulties maneuvering in the workshops and the financial insecurity 

of working on a piece-rate basis.  

The interpersonal concerns took two discrete forms: First, workers were often unable to 

engage with others while they worked, and could not be aware of the various happenings of the 

factory around them. Most processes required workers to work independently and pay careful 

attention to each step in the work process while maintaining a continuous rhythm. This led to the 

worker being fully focused on their work. Whereas sighted workers may have been able to see 

what their neighbors were doing, blind workers had to inquire, thus taking time away from their 

                                                
75 National Institute of Industrial Psychology, Second Report of the Investigation for the National Institute for the 
Blind, 24 February 1928, p. 8, Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/. 

76 National Institute for the Blind, Basket-Making by the Blind, N.I.B. Bulletin No. 5 (London: National Institute for 
the Blind, n.d., ca. 1934), Migel Memorial Collection, p. 3, https://archive.org/details/basketmakingbyblbullnati/. 

77 National Institute for the Blind, Report of the Placement Committee, October 5, 1927, P1 Placement: Policy and 
Reports, Royal National Institute of the Blind Archive. 
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work. The NIIP described the delay as “considerable” not only because of the loss in time, but 

the distraction slowed or destroyed the worker’s rhythm. NIIP concluded that the restricted 

environment and lack of external stimuli caused many blind workers to become “very self-

centred [sic] and reflect to a large extent on their own problems: this ‘brooding’ [was] often the 

cause of many of the difficulties when dealing with the blind and tend[ed] to lower the vitality 

and after some time the production of the worker.”78 The second form of interpersonal isolation 

experienced was due to the “lack of co-operation between the blind and the seeing.” The NIIP 

reported that blind workers resisted the advances and offers of cooperation from sighted 

coworkers and were suspicious that they were not being treated fairly. The NIIP did not believe 

that the attitude was accounted for by any specific “unfortunate experiences [with sighted 

persons],” and that the distrust was “due to the fact that the activities of the sighted persons 

[were] …largely unknown to the blind employees and [were] outside their control.”79  

The NIIP conducted experiments into teamwork and factory layout to reduce the delays 

caused by isolation. Teamwork was suggested to help the employees interact with other workers 

and become more aware of the various processes involved in the workshop. Better layout of the 

factory allowed sighted supervisors to maneuver around the factories to visit individual workers 

and assess the status of work or deliver material, which produced considerable increases in the 

regularity of the flow of production as workers could maneuver around the factory with less 

delays. Happily, the NIIP reported, fewer delays also resulted in a steadier piece-rate 

                                                
78 A. H. Seymour, Fifth Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind, National Institute of 
Industrial Psychology, 1929, Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/. 

79 A. H. Seymour, Fifth Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind, National Institute of 
Industrial Psychology, 1929, p.2, Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/. 
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efficiency.80 Additionally, the NIIP reported positive results from teamwork with sighted 

workers. To make these comparisons though, the NIIP had to rely on measures of output that 

closely resemble some of the criticisms of time and motion study in their focus on output and 

costs. They wrote, 

(i) When the team is made up of 2 normal sighted and 5 blind girls output of team is 84 
per cent. of normal sighted teams. Increase in cost is approximately 2 per cent. (girls’ 
wages only). 
(ii) When the team is made up of 3 normal sighted and 4 blind girls output of team is 91 
per cent. of normal sighted team. Increase in cost is approximately 1 per cent. (girls’ 
wages only).81 
 

Where the difference from Taylorism begins to appear is in the NIIP’s rationale for moving to 

team-based initiatives: to secure higher wages for the workers with blindness while 

simultaneously reducing the detrimental effects of isolation. Myers reported that the girls earned 

the same amount in wages as the “normal sighted teams…due to the fact that they only work on 

what may be termed the lighter and better paid packings.” The downsides of this system fell on 

the sighted girls, who maintained the efficiency of the team by keeping a steady eye on the rate 

of production, slipping in an extra package as needed. However, this system was believed to 

relieve the strain which often fell on a worker with blindness who felt that her work was “piling 

up against her.”82 The progressive-minded ethical considerations followed the outline of the 

debates with the Gilbreths. Myers strongly believed that industrial psychologists had a duty to 

care for all workers, and allaying the isolation found in the factories – as well as the persistent 
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fear of not earning enough money – was one method of addressing the “human factors” of 

industry.  

To counter several of the most common stereotypes against employing blind workers in 

sighted factories and workshops, the institutes decided to release a series of bulletins and 

pamphlets as part of a publicity campaign aimed at factories and businesses. The pamphlets 

included a list of suitable manual work and professions already practiced by persons with low 

vision and blindness. Additionally, the N.I.B.’s first bulletin, “Employment of the Blind” 

addressed directly many of the common attitudes held by employers. In it, the institute 

categorized the factors influencing employers to refuse employing blind workers under five 

categories: 

(a) The lay-out of his factory may not be suitable for the employment of blind persons. 
(b) The processes in his factory to which blind persons may be put are perhaps limited, 

and he desires the “handy-man” type of employee. The employment of a blind person 
might even necessitate a certain amount of re-organisation…. 

(c) Extra insurance (Employers’ Liability) and safeguards might be necessary. 
(d) Longer time may have to be spent in training the blind workers, and the employer 

suspects that the resulting efficiency will not be sufficiently high. 
(e) It is possible that the placing of blind persons singly or even in pairs in ordinary 

factories will result in a feeling of strain due to the rush of the factory and the 
isolation.83 

 
The bulletin assured readers that none of the above problems were unsurmountable, and 

highlighted the advantages of hiring a person with blindness in an attempt to appeal to the 

employers’ charitable nature. Curiously though, the benefits listed focused only on the 

advantages to the blind worker and “nomalising the lives of the blind,” including “the benefits of 

wider social contacts, increased output through competition and suggestion, and a greater sense 

of independence and ‘victory over blindness.’” Instead of imagining the worker as a person who 

                                                
83 National Institute for the Blind, Employment of the Blind, N.I.B. Bulletin no. 1 (London: National Institute for the 
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was integrated into the “sighted” world, the person was cast as an outsider, reinscribing the 

segregationist policies already in practice elsewhere in British society, such as in schools.  

While at first glance the bulletin might seem odd for the N.I.B., paternalistic actions like 

these were a leading cause of animosity between advocacy and charity groups of and for the 

blind. The National Institute for the Blind was comprised primarily of sighted board members. 

Other contemporary organizations like the National League of the Blind and the National Union 

of the Professional and Industrial Blind of Great Britain and Ireland frequently expressed a 

strong distrust of the outsider-driven practices and initiatives.  

The efforts to address bias in sighted factories provide a window into some of the 

complicated maneuverings the NIIP and the N.I.B. made to increase the numbers of blind and 

partially sighted workers in sighted factories. Each institute sought to leverage their expertise to 

address barriers to the acceptance of blind workers. At each step of encountering bias, the N.I.B. 

and the NIIP attempted to address their public audiences with a pamphlet or other form of 

outreach based on their findings in the factory-lab. However, in examining these employer 

brochures as compared to the internal research reports, ambiguities arise over the purpose of 

placing sighted workers – was it about showing that blind workers could do the job or were the 

institutes arguing that employers should hire blind workers as a necessary form of charity? Does 

the bulletin described above indicate an inconsistent message or was it perhaps a way to address 

the concerns of workers and gain a foothold for blind workers in industries who were resistant? 

If the latter were true, we must also wonder how this type of messaging affects the nature of 

scientific knowledge making, specifically how diverse publics were engaging with the new 

science of industrial psychology and its connections to the highly charged political discussion 

regarding charity and welfare.  
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To answer some of these questions, we must examine the two alternatives to placement in 

sighted factories that the NIIP proposed. The first aimed to develop new industries in or in 

connection with existing workshops for the blind. In this situation, the workshop would 

manufacture and sell goods in the same way it did goods already in production, such as baskets 

and brooms. Under this scheme, several of the workshops had begun to undertake new lines of 

development including knitting needles, rubber mats, and net bags. The second alternative posed 

was the development of new industries on a sub-contracting basis. The workshops would arrange 

with a commercial firm to move some of the manufacturing processes to the workshops’ 

premises. The NIIP believed that these two alternatives were less desirable and more costly than 

placing a blind worker in a sighted factory. In particular, the NIIP argued, the cost of sub-

contracting presented two major difficulties – finding factories willing to subcontract and the 

high cost of managing such an undertaking.84  

In the work on sub-contracting and improvements in the workshops for the blind, we will 

again see a complicated intermingling of progressive and regressive views of disability in the 

workforce. More importantly, I argue, we see the creep of measures of efficiency forcing out 

concern for the person in a highly paradoxical way: the more the emphasis on what blind persons 

could produce compared to sighted persons, the better the likelihood employers would find the 

worker pool viable at all. It is as if efficiency measures presented themselves as the only way to 

communicate to the NIIP’s and the N.I.B.’s broader publics that blind workers should be given a 

chance in the workforce.  

                                                
84 National Institute of Industrial Psychology, Second of Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the 
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Sub-Contracting: The Swiss Cottage Experiment 

The NIIP’s first experiments on sub-contracting at the Swiss Cottage School for the Blind 

set the stage for how its researchers would approach future studies and formed the basis for its 

critical assumptions about blind individuals in the workplace. Twelve girls who had received 

training in knitting were instructed on how to coil wires for telephone manufacture. The process 

required the worker to fasten together a number of wires of varying lengths and colors, place 

them through a form according to a fixed scheme, and bind them with a waxed thread. The 

researchers measured each worker’s visual acuity, her “degree of general intelligence,” and her 

manual dexterity. The researchers found that visual acuity played a critical role in muscular 

control. Based on these physiological considerations, they concluded that only those girls who 

had at least partial sight showed proficiency in setting the wires. Furthermore, they extrapolated 

from these results of 12 young women, that a blind person could only achieve a high degree of 

skill in processes that were completely “independent of vision” and in which other senses could 

be used for control.85 The NIIP performed a series of subsequent tests on manual operations and 

found that the workers with full blindness spent more time “groping for material.” The only test 

where the worker with full blindness performed as well as one with partial sight used a wire 

strainer to sort material. Indeed in that experiment, the average for all workers was similar to the 

average of sighted workers. The researchers concluded from the Swiss Cottage Experiments that 

the question to pursue was not “can a blind person do the work?” but rather “what is the 
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influence of vision in maintaining high output, and what percentage of an average output can be 

expected from a person of defective vision?”86 

From here on, the NIIP’s researchers classified research subjects by their degree of 

vision, much to the chagrin of members of the N.I.B.’s Placement Committee. The committee 

held conflicting opinions on the classifications, but many argued that manual efficiency was not 

based solely on a person’s visual acuity. Citing their own experiences in factories and workshops 

for the blind, the committee members contended that they and workshop officials had numerous 

workers with total blindness who performed as efficiently as workers with partial sight.  

In response, Myers countered that their evidence was not impartial and was affected by 

the officials’ connections with the workers. Additionally, he argued, even if it were true in the 

workshop setting, “it by no means follows that the same will hold of the newer processes which 

may be found available for them in industrial life.”87 Not feeling satisfied with this, Myers then 

added that his investigations showed conclusively that even in the current occupations, the 

general belief in efficiency equality between partially sighted and fully blind workers did not 

hold.  

At stake in these debates between Myers and the Placement Committee were worries 

about the feasibility of placing any of the N.I.B.’s constituency into sighted factories. The two 

institutes came at the problem from different angles. The Committee worried that foreclosing 

certain occupations to the totally blind worker perpetuated harmful stereotypes of blindness and 

low vision that could affect all of its constituents. Myers, on the other hand, countered that the 
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Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/.  
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opposite effect would occur: “a very grave disservice might be done to the cause of the blind 

generally by urging employers to give employment to the blind indiscriminately.”88 Employers, 

Myers continued, wanted to know with some level of certainty that the worker would reach a 

satisfactory level of efficiency in a prescribed amount of time, and industrial psychology was 

poised to give them that confidence.  

To provide further evidence to back up the Swiss Cottage experiment, which Myers 

subtly admitted was insufficient to justify any conclusion, he and his colleagues undertook 

investigations at five additional workshops, including two on women (the Barclay Workshops 

for Women and the London Association’s Workshops for Women at Bickley) and three on men 

(The Swiss Cottage Workshops, The Waterloo Road Workshops, and the Birmingham 

Workshops). In each of these experiments, the NIIP devised instruments to test visual acuity and 

dexterity. The vision tests present another avenue into understanding the ways that the NIIP 

sought to establish themselves as experts using their medical knowledge of the body. The 

researchers believed their vision tests were as reliable and precise as an oculist’s report for the 

purposes of classifying workers. During their first experiment at the Barclay Workshops in 1928, 

they obtained an oculist’s report on the research subjects and implemented their own measures 

for visual acuity. They concluded that because the NIIP’s tests were “in such exact agreement 

with that of the oculist that in subsequent studies the [NIIP’s test] was deemed sufficient for the 

practical purposes of the enquiry.”89 Thus, the term “partially blind” was defined as including 

those workers who could “distinguish shapes and colours, detect the differences in length of two 

                                                
88 C. S. Myers, “Third Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind.” 18 October 1928, p. 1, Migel 
Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/. 

89 C. S. Myers, “Third Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind,” 18 October 1928, Migel 
Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/.  
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black lines (on white paper), and name objects in a picture of an easily recognizable scene...[it] 

include[d] all who possess over 2/60 on the oculist’s rating.” The “totally blind” workers 

included those workers who had vision “limited to distinction of light and dark (with or without 

the ability to name the primary colours) and whose recognition of objects is uncertain even when 

they are large.”90  

The varied ways in which vision could manifest made these classifications a more 

complicated issue than the labels suggest. The range of residual vision possessed by those 

classified as “partially blind” or “totally blind” could vary substantially. For example, some 

individuals with total blindness (then known as “dark blind”) may have been able to perceive 

shadows and some movement.91 Additionally, the NIIP’s reports did not distinguish if a person 

had vision loss or blindness in one or both eyes,92 and no tests measured the subjects’ “talents” in 

other modalities as a way to indicate their abilities to maneuver through their environment using 

other senses, such as hearing and touch. These latter measures of ability were frequently tested 

during vocational guidance initiatives undertaken by the NIIP, but the sources are silent on their 

usage with the workers at the workshops for the blind.  

Between March and September 1928, the NIIP conducted multiple studies on problems 

within the workshop environment. Specifically, they focused on comparing the earning capacity 

of blind and partially sighted workers as a way to determine who should be employed in the 

                                                
90 C. S. Myers, “Third Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind,” 18 October 1928, p. 5, Migel 
Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/. Presumably this also included workers 
who could not distinguish between light and dark – then known as “dark blind.”  

91 The term “no light perception” was also in use at this time in the United States.  

92 At this time in the United States, each state had vastly different legal definitions of blindness and partial vision. 
The distinction between how blindness was determined – whether if it included vision loss in one of both eyes – can 
be seen reflected in Harry Best, The Blind (New York: Macmillan Company, 1990), p. 644. 
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workshops versus placed in sighted factories. In their first study, the researchers examined 

women weavers working at the Barclay Workshop for the Blind. The study attempted to classify 

the workers in multiple ways to determine differences between populations. In the first set of 

analysis, the 24 research subjects were classified by degree of sight: 11 subjects were classified 

as “totally blind” and 13 were classified as “partially blind.” In the following analysis, they were 

divided into 3 groupings according to vision and average experience. Interestingly, the 

researchers reported that the quality of work was influenced by experience but not by vision. 

Although vision secured greater output and increased the worker’s piece-rate earnings, there 

were some trades in which partial vision was not required to achieve the same quality. For 

example, in the making of mats, quality depended largely on the tightness between fibers, and 

vision did not make a difference in a worker’s ability to reach that goal.93 To test comparisons 

with sighted people, the NIIP’s researchers conducted dexterity tests on sighted people who were 

blindfolded and found that blindfolding did not equalize the differences in dexterity between the 

blind and the sighted.94 The researchers suggested that the average difference in earning capacity 

between workers with total blindness and partial sight was 10-percent in some industries in the 

workshops for the blind, but a few areas like mat-making and boot repair saw no discernable 

differences between workers based on vision. 

Efficiency became the ultimate measure of success for workers and their degree of vision 

set the upper limit for how efficient they could become. Myers summarized that in manual 

occupations, like those undertaken in the workshops for the blind, people whose vision received 

                                                
93 National Institute of Industrial Psycholgy, Third Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind, 18 
October 1928, p. 11, Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/. 

94 National Institute of Industrial Psychology, Abstract of Third Report to the National Institute for the Blind, Migel 
Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/. 
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a 6/60 score on the Snellen vision test were likely more efficient than a person with lower to no 

vision. Myers then concluded that a worker’s potential capacity depended on age, experience, 

and degree of vision, and those measures should be used to fit the worker to an occupation. Thus, 

the partially blind worker and “perhaps” the worker with total blindness who had factory 

experience, were the only two groups who should pursue employment in sighted factories. The 

traditional occupations in sheltered workshops should be reserved for the totally blind.  

The chief objection Myers saw to these claims was that earnings were smaller in sighted 

factories, mostly because the types of manual occupations sought were of “the repetitive type 

and comparatively poorly paid.”95 Myers suggested two solutions to appeal to the N.I.B. and its 

constituents. First, he provided a loose metric for comparing wages between sighted factories 

and the sheltered workshops: if factory work could be found between 20 and 30 shillings, it 

would be comparable to the average wage earned in the workshops. Second, he encouraged 

sighted factories and the sheltered workshops to hire not just individuals with blindness, but a 

team combining blind and seeing workers in an average 4:3 ratio to “dilute” the effects of 

blindness on efficiency.96 In the workshops for the blind, teamwork could be used, he argued, to 

encourage sub-contracting.  

Teamwork with sighted workers in the workshops for the blind was fraught and directly 

contradicted the aims of earlier generations of supervisors of blind welfare. The workshops had 

historically emphasized giving workers with blindness a sense of independence and success by 

minimizing the amount of direct oversight and allowing individual craft work even though this 

                                                
95 National Institute of Industrial Psychology, Abstract of Third Report to the National Institute for the Blind, p. 17, 
Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/. 

96 National Institute of Industrial Psychology, Third Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind, 
18 October 1928, p. 16, Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/. 
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type of working arrangement had a lower effective output. Myers acknowledged these existing 

structures and ventured the suggestion that the workshops consider adopting different methods of 

organization given that market conditions were becoming increasingly unfavorable to the historic 

ways of running the workshops. Teamwork posed some obvious problems to Myers’s definition 

of the purpose of industrial psychology, especially in its desire to help workers maintain a desire 

for independence and craft knowledge; however, the financial considerations at stake for the 

workers meant that the NIIP had to suggest alternatives to meet the changing needs of the market 

economy.  

The N.I.B. continued to pursue this suggestion after the end of the partnership with the 

NIIP. In January 1933, it asked the Association of Workshops for the Blind to investigate the 

introduction of sighted labor at the workshops. Acknowledging that different conditions existed 

in each workshop, especially in the definition of “gross profit” and overall aims of the workshop 

(i.e., some workshops made little effort to run along commercial lines), the N.I.B. hoped the 

Association would provide comments on the following factors: 

(a) Average earnings when fully employed; 
(b) Average output per head of each blind worker; 
(c) Gross profit or loss97 
 

The workshops were ranked using these results to determine the relative standing of each 

institution on the industrial side. 31 workshops were visited and received an “order of merit” 

score on each of the three factors and a combined merit score.98 The workshops who received the 

                                                
97 National Institute for the Blind, Report on Sighted Labour in Workshops for the Blind, N.I.B. Bulletin No. 8. 
(London: National Institute for the Blind, n.d., ca. 1934), p. 6, Migel Memorial Collection, 
https://archive.org/details/reportonsightedlbullnati/.  

98 The “order of merit” ranking could be related to Myers’s long history at Cambridge, where the Mathematical 
Tripos ranked students by order of merit. See Andrew Warwick, Masters of theory: Cambridge and the rise of 
mathematical physics (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003). 
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best combined merit score hired more sighted workers and those workshops who ranked lower 

had correspondingly lower numbers of sighted workers. The N.I.B. argued that certain ratios 

produced optimal scores for each trade. For example, they recommended in the mat department a 

ratio of sighted to blind between 1:5 and 1:7; in the brush department, 1:4 and 1:5; in the basket 

department, 1:5 and 1:8; bedding and mattress making, between 1:4 and 1:6; and in the flat 

machine knitting department, between 1:1 and 1-3.99 Sighted workers included those who were 

directly engaged in production or supervision, and did not include the foreman, assistant 

foreman, or instructors. The bulletin anonymized the data on the institutions so that none could 

be identified based on the information provided. The bulletin was released widely to the 

Association of the Workshops for the Blind and sent to other foundations for the blind, including 

those in the United States.  

 

Studying the Workshops for the Blind 

In addition to studying placement and sub-contracting, the N.I.B. hired the NIIP to 

investigate the existing workshops for the blind in order to improve working conditions. The 

NIIP was instructed to make “suggestions as to lay-out, methods of working, etc., which the 

Institute’s industrial experience might enable it to make.” 100 Additionally, the NIIP was tasked 

to identify new lines of industry for the workshops that would help diversify the goods produced 

                                                
99 The ratio of sighted to blind workers in machine knitting was closer to parity because the types of machines used 
required finer gauge detail: “The number of the latter will vary according to the type of machines in use, more 
charge hands being required for fine gauge and pattern machines.” National Institute for the Blind, Report on 
Sighted Labour in Workshops for the Blind, N.I.B. Bulletin No. 8. (London: National Institute for the Blind, n.d., ca. 
1934), p. 9, Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportonsightedlbullnati/. 

100 Second Report of the Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind: Scope of the Investigation, National 
Institute of Industrial Psychology, 24 February 1928, p. 1, Migel Memorial Collection, 
https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/. 
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and provide more opportunities to workers with vision loss. Initial developments here included 

the addition of knitting needles, rubber mats, and net bags; however, preliminary research also 

indicated that there were few opportunities that had not already been explored.101  

The investigations waded into debates about wage augmentation, factory layout, and the 

need for sighted supervision, which led to numerous considerations about the role of welfare and 

control in the lives of individuals with blindness and low vision. At the core of these discussions 

was an examination of the increasing bureaucratization of blindness as a means of providing 

stability for a historically impoverished group. In each of the investigations into problems of the 

workshop environment, the ultimate goal was to increase the efficiency of the workshop in order 

to maximize the workers’ average wages. 

Through the enactment of the 1920 Blind Persons Act, the workshops became a central 

form of control of blind welfare because the workshops worked with local authorities to 

coordinate welfare for those in need. The workshops were a way to incorporate blind workers 

into competitive industry while still providing a “sheltered” environment where management 

was not “[compelled] to compare the ability of the blind employees with that of the sighted.”102 

The workshops for the blind were independent charity organizations located throughout the 

British Isles, primarily in manufacturing-heavy areas. The workshops differed substantially from 

sighted factories in both form and function. They provided both employment and training, and 

each workshop typically employed only 6-30 workers in any branch or department. Large 

variations existed in the capacity of individual workers, which the N.I.B. and the NIIP attributed 

                                                
101 National Institute for the Blind, Annual Report of the Executive Council of the National Institute for the Blind for 
the Year ended March Thirty-First Nineteen Hundred and Twenty-Eight (London: National Institute of the Blind, 
1928), p. 34, Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/stream/annualreport19270000/. 

102 National Institute for the Blind, Basket-Making by the Blind, N.I.B. Bulletin No. 5 (London: National Institute for 
the Blind, n.d., ca. 1934), p. 4, Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/basketmakingbyblbullnati/.  



 201 

to the worker’s degree of sight and when they were trained, either in a blind school or later in 

life.  

The workshops had an uneven history of federation, but as of 1910 the seven workshops 

then in existence decided to organize under a representative board. Several dozen more 

workshops were created over the next two decades. The war years and the evolution of the 

British welfare state served to accelerate the expansion of voluntary organizations for the welfare 

of individuals with blindness.103 In 1929, nearly simultaneously with the start of the N.I.B.’s 

partnership with the NIIP (and perhaps because of the partnership), the independent workshops 

for the blind voted to form an association “to foster cooperation among workshops, to promote 

research in problems connected with the employment of the blind, to facilitate united action, and 

to raise the standard of efficiency in workshops by the interchange of information and the 

encouragement of new methods and ideas.”104 The Minister of Health’s Advisory Committee on 

the Welfare of the Blind had encouraged the workshops to cooperate because they historically 

had problems in competing and under-cutting one another on the sale of manufactured goods:  

It has come to our notice that in certain areas Workshops are under-cutting and 
competing with each other in regard to the sale of their products. Such a course seems to 
us to be very undesirable, and while a national marketing board for Workshops for the 
blind may be impracticable at the moment, we would strongly recommend the formation 
of local marketing boards where there are a number of Workshops operating in the same 
area.105 
 

                                                
103 By 1939, there were more than 60 workshops throughout the Britain, employing about 4,500 workers. Rooff, 
Voluntary Societies and Social Policy, 187-193; June Rose, Changing Focus: The Development of Blind Welfare in 
Britain (London: Hutchinson, 1970), 59.  

104 National Institute for the Blind, A History of Blind Welfare in England and Wales, N.I.B. Bulletin No. 7 (London, 
National Institute for the Blind, n.d., ca. 1939), p. 25, Migel Memorial Collection, 
https://archive.org/details/historyofblindwe00unse/. 

105 Advisory Committee on the Welfare of the Blind, Seventh Annual Report of the Advisory Committee on the 
Welfare of the Blind to the Minister of Health 1926-7 (London: HMSO, 1928), p. 12. 
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The Placement Committee at the N.I.B., which included 5 representatives from the Workshops 

for the Blind, hoped that the NIIP could provide guidance on the management and marketing, 

which might facilitate better cooperation amongst the workshops.106 

  The NIIP’s researchers, Sheila Bevington and A. Angles, began with visits to the 

principal training institutions and workshops in and near London, as well at the workshops in 

Leeds, Bradford, Sheffield, Manchester, Birmingham, and Leicester. These initial investigations 

focused on general observations, but the NIIP would later assign two investigators – A. H. 

Seymour and C. B. Fox – to make more detailed examinations. By 1931, the NIIP had visited 16 

workshops located throughout England and Ireland (see Figure 1 for map). At each workshop, 

the researchers studied the nature of employments and training offered, including the methods 

and processes used. They expected to find disparities in the nature of employments and methods, 

but found a striking level of uniformity. The differences between the workshops were considered 

generally minor, but the researchers were quick to note any specialized products the workshop 

produced to meet the needs of its local market in the hope that other workshops may evaluate if 

their areas needed those products, or, conversely, if market conditions were unfavorable for such 

goods. All the workshops primarily produced goods typically associated with workers who were 

blind, such as baskets, mats, and machine-knitted goods. The reports indicated that these 

employments were “well-proved,” although the report writers indicated that this was a potential 

double-edged sword because it limited expansion into new avenues of work that the NIIP would 

be able to uncover.107 

                                                
106 "The N.I.I.P. And the National Institute for the Blind," The Journal of the National Institute of Industrial 
Psychology 4, no. 7 (July 1929): 389-390. 

107 Second Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind: Scope of the Investigation, National 
Institute of Industrial Psychology, 24 February 1928, Migel Memorial Collection, 
https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/.  
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Figure 5.1. Map of the National Institute for the Blind’s Workshops for the Blind visited by the 
NIIP, 1927-1931. 

 

Beginning in January 1929, the NIIP’s investigator, A. H. Seymour began extensive 

examinations of the workshops for the blind to find areas of improvement, especially in terms of 

layout, factory methods, divisions of labor, and how team-based initiatives may help production. 

Seymour conducted the reports on three workshops from January through July 1929 at the Swiss 
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Cottage Workshops, the Tottenham Court Road Workshops, and the Peckham Road Workshop, 

all located in Greater London. From October 1929 to April 1931, the researcher C. B. Fox was 

hired to produce an additional 13 reports on workshops located throughout Great Britain and 

Ireland. All of the reports were signed by Myers, the NIIP’s director, before being sent to the 

workshop. As part of the agreement with the Placement Committee, the final reports detailing the 

investigations at specific workshops were sent only to the workshop and not the N.I.B., 

reinforcing the independent nature of the workshops as separate from the N.I.B.’s direct 

oversight. 

 Few historical records exist on Seymour and Fox regarding their backgrounds and 

qualifications, which leaves us little insight into the types of training the two men received in 

psychology, physiology, industry, or related fields and how that training might have affected the 

observations made and conclusions reached. What is discoverable is that Mr. A. H. Seymour 

held a Bachelor of Science degree and began at the NIIP in 1928 and left in 1934. He overlapped 

with Mr. C. B. Fox who held a Bachelor of Science (Technology) degree. Slightly more 

information is available on Fox, who was hired provisionally in February 1927 while he 

completed training at the NIIP. He received no salary during training, but did receive a traveling 

and subsistence allowance typical of an investigator.108 He was appointed to the Institute’s 

permanent staff at a salary of £300 in January 1928.109 His work with the NIIP included mostly 

investigations on business layouts and organization; for example, from September to November 

                                                
108 “Minutes of the Meeting of the Executive Committee of the National Institute of Industrial Psychology,” 10 
February 1927, NIIP 2/2, LSE, p. 163. 

109 Minutes of the Meeting of the Executive Committee of the National Institute of Industrial Psychology,” 12 
January 1928, NIIP 2/2, LSE, p. 200. 
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1928, he examined the layout, routing, service, and equipment for Boots’ Pure Drug Co. Ltd.110 

Following his work at Boots, he took over the investigations of the Workshops for the Blind 

when Seymour was assigned to other investigative work.111 In December 1930, Fox gave an 

address at a meeting at the London School of Economics to a crowd of 100 people on “Industrial 

Psychology applied to the Blind,” which summarized the findings to date.112 Fox left the NIIP in 

early 1932, around the same time that the investigation with the N.I.B. concluded.113 No 

information is available on how Seymour or Fox were initiated into the project with the N.I.B. or 

their prior knowledge of issues concerning individuals with vision loss and blindness.  

 Fox and Seymour provided in-depth reports on how the physical spaces at the workshops 

could be improved to aid in the efficiency of the workshops. Each noted aspects of the building 

construction and layout that affected worker performance. For instance, at Leicester, the glass 

roof over the finished stores gave the advantage of full daylight, which aided both partially 

sighted and fully blind workers, but the heat from the direct sunlight caused workers to slow 

down on hot summer afternoons. The building had poor ventilation and no openings to let in air. 

Fox suggested that if ventilation were improved “greater comfort would be obtained for the 

workers, and the resultant effect would be an increase in output.”114 This type of research was 

                                                
110 Director’s List of Projects/Investigations, 1921-1968, n.d., NIIP 11/1, LSE. 

111 "Annual Report for the Year 1930," The Journal of the National Institute of Industrial Psychology 5, no. 6 
(1931).  

112 "Annual Report for the Year 1930," 321. 

113 I pursued for a while the question of how a researcher’s individual differences may account for any discrepancies 
in methodology during the course of their work, but the paltry information on the researchers’ backgrounds makes 
this type of investigation impossible. My hope was to see if their training may have resulted in them favoring more 
Taylorist forms of scientific management over the Human Factors approach touted by the NIIP.  

114 C. B. Fox, Report of Visit to the Workshops of the Institution for the Blind, Leicester: Period 29th July to 9th 
August, 1930, 9 September 1930, National Institute of Industrial Psychology, p. 2, Migel Memorial Collection, 
https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse/. 
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similar to other studies undertaken at the NIIP on layout and likely similar to the work that Fox 

did at Boots in considering how changes in physical conditions affected worker fatigue.  

 Fox also devoted a portion of his research to the layout of materials, believing that a 

substantial amount of time was “wasted by the blind workers in groping for their implements or 

for their raw material.” He experimented with designing racks for raw material that could be 

placed in consistent positions near the workers, and reported a 10% increase in output.115 

Additionally, on both a humanitarian and efficiency standpoint, Seymour worked with the 

workshops’ basket-making departments to find ways to warm the water used to soak the reeds 

used in basket-making. He was stunned to find that the soaking tanks at the Swiss Cottage for the 

Blind were kept outdoors and almost completely frozen over in the winter months. He wrote, 

The investigator took the greater part of half an hour to hack out material placed there on 
the previous day….The removal of material in such a frozen condition was quite a 
painful process, even for a sighted person and the hands were not in a condition for 
further work for some considerable time.116 
 

Seymour was beset by numerous difficulties and delays caused by frozen material during his 

investigation. Ice was not the only issue though. Even under “normal temperatures” the workers 

were delayed in the rain “since they were not so speedy as a sighted man [and] they got far 

wetter unless they [took] the time necessary to put on overcoats before seeking their material.”117 

                                                
115 C. B. Fox, Report of Investigation to the National Institute for the Blind on the Basket, Weaving, and Knitting 
Trades as conducted by Workshops for the Blind, 3 February 1931, National Institute of Industrial Psychology, p. 
11, Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse/. 

116 A. H. Seymour, Fourth Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind: Studies at the Swiss 
Cottage Workshops, 12 April 1929, p. 4, Migel Memorial Collection, 
https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/. 

117 A. H. Seymour, Fourth Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind: Studies at the Swiss 
Cottage Workshops, 12 April 1929, p. 5, Migel Memorial Collection, 
https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/.  
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Seymour and Fox both touted new systems of routing materials to avoid these delays and 

“decrease the inconvenience to the worker.”118 

New methods of routing also required changes in patterns of sighted supervision, which 

was also a question that played a prominent role in the NIIP’s investigation. The workshops 

frequently employed workers with no visual impairments to oversee the work done by blind 

workers. The belief was that blind workers needed more supervision than sighted workers 

because they were less likely to notice an error with a manufactured product during its 

construction. Fox and Seymour recommended that supervision be continuous throughout the 

manufacture of the product, rather than only at the end of production. This allowed the 

supervisor to notice an error at an earlier stage of work when it could be fixed more easily, thus 

improving the quality and improving the time spent in “taking down the work.” Fox and 

Seymour admitted that the use of sighted supervision could introduce a considerable amount of 

wait time before a supervisor could give a worker help or advice on a particular part of the 

basket, but that the gains made in the improved quality of the finished article made up for this 

limitation. The researchers advised that during the waiting time, workers could proceed with 

producing other elements such as the lid of the basket or hamper or preparing any of the material 

which may be needed later in the day (i.e., soaking reeds to be bent for baskets). The additional 

cost in supervision was to be offset by “higher output of better quality work.” Additionally, Fox 

                                                
118 A. H. Seymour, Fourth Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind: Studies at the Swiss 
Cottage Workshops, 12 April 1929, p. 5, Migel Memorial Collection, 
https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/. 
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argued, workers would feel “more contented when fully employed,” rather than having to waste 

time waiting for materials to soak properly.119  

The NIIP believed that sighted supervision had other positive effects on the workshops 

other than error-prevention, including allowing for more diversity of goods, a decrease in 

feelings of isolation, and the employment of greater varieties of skilled and unskilled workers. In 

basket-making, sighted supervision encouraged workshops to produce a greater variety of basket 

styles, which allowed them to compete with other basket-makers, including foreign importers 

and firms employing sighted workers. The frequent check-ins with management also decreased 

feelings of suspicion between the workers and management as well as the worker’s feelings of 

isolation and mental strain. NIIP believed that more frequent interactions between sighted 

supervisors and workers would “secure a greater desire on [the worker’s] part to co-operate with 

the management,”120 especially if supervisors and their assistants “tactfully” made workers aware 

of an issue before an article was completed.121 

Sighted supervision also provided a solution to one of the most difficult problems of the 

satisfactory employment of the “poorer classes of workmen” who would have traditionally 

received only poor relief. These workers, referred to NIIP’s report as “the less capable blind,” 

                                                
119 C. B. Fox, Report of Investigation to the National Institute for the Blind on the Basket, Weaving and Knitting 
Trades as conducted by Workshops for the Blind, 3 February 1931, p. 12, Migel Memorial Collection, 
https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse. 

120 A. H. Seymour, Fifth Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind, National Institute of 
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121 A. H. Seymour, Fifth Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind, National Institute of 
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lost their vision late in life and had difficulty picking up new trades. NIIP believed that sighted 

supervision could help “‘nurse’ them to become more efficient.”122  

To achieve a better flow of sighted supervision, many of the existing factories and 

workshops needed to be reconfigured. For example, at the Peckham Road Workshop, the 

finishing departments were separated on different floors from the storage department, making 

transport difficult. The new layout proposed would allow managers better control over each 

aspect of the manufacturing process while being less fatigued from climbing stairs multiple times 

a day. In a study at the Tottenham Court Road Workshops in London, Seymour noted that more 

detailed supervision “considerably increased” the efficiency of the whole workshop.123 

Supervision by the foreman and his assistants helped with the efficiency of the workshop more 

generally, including maintaining an awareness of the storage of material and stocks of different 

grades and replenishing stocks of various orders.  

The NIIP’s report detailed the benefits of sighted supervision in more detail than the 

N.I.B. did in its bulletin. In fact, the N.I.B.’s bulletin was critical of extensive use of sighted 

supervision. Whereas the NIIP emphasized the advantages sighted supervision had on efficiency, 

the N.I.B.’s bulletin on basket-making focused on how differences in levels of sighted 

supervision at each workshop helped to preserve a worker’s independence. The N.I.B. explained 

that the practices in the workshops varied widely, with some blind workers having little 

supervision. The pamphlet explained that minimizing supervision had a positive effect on a 

worker’s self-reliance. It also proposed that the difference lay in the “class of work in which the 

                                                
122 A. H. Seymour, Sixth Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind, National Institute of 
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123 A. H. Seymour, Fifth Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind, National Institute of 
Industrial Psychology, 1929, p. 5, Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/. 
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shop specialises; the type of man employed, and his degree of physical disability, apart from 

blindness” – aspects that are completely missing from the NIIP’s reports.124 

 These differences in focus between the N.I.B. and the NIIP highlight the disagreements 

the N.I.B. and the Association of the Workshops for the Blind had with the NIIP on some of its 

findings. Further evidence of disagreements can be found in the NIIP’s internal reports which 

delicately address conflicts that arose. For example, the NIIP frequently made suggestions about 

the incorporation of new machinery that would allow the workshops to perform work faster or 

increase production; however, the workshops tended to refuse this advice because using more 

machines meant retaining fewer workers. The NIIP had to maintain a constant awareness of their 

public’s purpose, which was to function as a source of economic and social opportunities for 

workers with low vision and blindness.  

Another area of conflict occurred after Fox suggested that certain baskets be produced by 

several employees by breaking the tasks into four parts, a practice that more closely resembled 

the Fordist assembly-line production measures the workshops hoped to avoid. Critics of 

assembly line production frequently condemned the loss of craft skill that accompanied the 

reduction of goods into discrete components of work that were parsed out to various workers. 

Fox had hoped that this suggestion would be helpful in retaining less skilled employees in the 

basket making trade, where certain types of baskets were more difficult to make. When a basket 

was beyond an employee’s ability, the worker either had no work to perform, or he was asked to 

make baskets for stock, in the hope that there may be a demand for that style later. The sole 

reason for increasing stock was to keep workers employed, according to Fox. By breaking the 

                                                
124 National Institute for the Blind, Basket-Making by the Blind, N.I.B. Bulletin No. 5 (London: National Institute for 
the Blind, n.d., ca. 1934), p. 16, Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/basketmakingbyblbullnati/.  
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tasks into four parts – “the bottom, the staking and upsetting, the siding, and the border” – not 

only would there “be no necessity for the uneconomical policy of preparing baskets for stock to 

keep those poorer workers employed” but the sub-division of labor increased output by 25.2%.125 

This increase was considered a “very marked feature of the experiment” and would help the 

workshops meet delivery deadlines. Such suggestions were completely omitted from the N.I.B.’s 

bulletins on basket-making. 

 

End of the Partnership 

The partnership between the N.I.B. and the NIIP ended in 1932 when the N.I.B.’s 

placement efforts came to a standstill in almost all industries. Tobacco leaf-stripping was the 

only industry that continued to employ blind workers at a consistent rate, and the N.I.B. reported 

that this was due to there being no difference in production between blind and sighted 

workers.126 As a result of the employment standstill, the N.I.B. discontinued the study with the 

NIIP. Although the N.I.B. hoped to show empirically how blind workers could perform as 

competently as sighted workers, employers did not hire blind workers, and, at times, the NIIP’s 

research was unflattering to the N.I.B. employment initiatives and the employment prospects of 

blind workers. The NIIP called into question the N.I.B.’s praise for its top workers:  

We heard several stories of remarkable talent, but in the instances [we] were privileged to 
observe personally it was clear that this talent was exaggerated. Perhaps because the 
general average tends always to be low, the really outstanding pupil or workman 
probably gets more than his proper proportion of esteem. This is a pity, especially if 
exaggerated notions of the general [sic] capacity of blind persons result. Such a policy is 

                                                
125 C. B. Fox, Report of Investigation at the National Institute for the Blind on the Basket, Weaving and Knitting 
Trades as conducted by [the] Workshops for the Blind, National Institute of Industrial Psychology, 3 February 1931, 
p. 10, Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00uns/. 

126 Annual Report of the Executive Council of the National Institute for the Blind for the Year ended March Thirty-
First Nineteen Hundred and Thirty-Three, National Institute of the Blind, 1933, Migel Memorial Collection, p. 33.  
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doubtless successful in appealing for funds; it is not likely to succeed when the appeal is 
for employment.127  
 

The last recorded mention of the partnership between the two institutes occurred in a 1933 

bulletin released by the N.I.B.’s Placement and General Research Sub-committee on basket-

making. The bulletin, which was intended for a broad audience, summarized the research 

performed in conjunction with the NIIP. It explained that the N.I.B. planned to release a series of 

pamphlets designed to encourage general interest in potential occupations for blind workers. 

These publications were designed to create a cohesive image of who blind workers were and 

how their needs could be met. The first publication listed two objectives of the series: 

“(A) to interest the general public in the work the blind can do, the type and class of 
goods they can make, and the part they can take in the industrial organisation of the 
nation. 
(B) To assist, if possible, those who are actually in charge of the workshops employing 
the blind, and who are dealing with the difficulties at first hand.”128 
 

The bulletin mentioned that further issues would be released on weaving and knitting; however, 

they never appeared. The next, and last, bulletin released that discussed research on employment 

came out in 1934 and excluded any mention of the NIIP.129 It is possible that the partnership 

ended mutually and on good terms. It seems equally possible that the N.I.B. felt uneasy about 

aspects of the partnership and decided to part ways with the NIIP.130 

                                                
127 Second Report of the Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind: Scope of the Investigation, National 
Institute of Industrial Psychology, 24 February 1928, p. 2, Migel Memorial Collection, 
https://archive.org/details/reportsofnationa00unse_0/. 

128 National Institute for the Blind, Basket-Making by the Blind, N.I.B. Bulletin No. 5 (London: National Institute for 
the Blind, n.d., ca. 1934), p. 3, Migel Memorial Collection, https://archive.org/details/basketmakingbyblbullnati/.  

129 National Institute for the Blind, Report on Sighted Labour in Workshops for the Blind, (London: National 
Institute for the Blind, n.d., ca. 1934), Migel Memorial Collection, 
https://archive.org/details/reportonsightedlbullnati.  

130 It is curious that the N.I.B. and the Ministry of Health’s reports do not mention the partnership dissolving, nor do 
the NIIP’s investigation reports or internal records.  
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1932, the year the partnership ended, was a difficult year for the N.I.B. and the 

Association of Workshops for the Blind, and they seem to have floundered in their employment 

initiatives. In that year, the Ministry’s report indicated that it had created a sub-committee to 

consider the marketing of the product of blind labor produced at the Workshops for the Blind. 

While the previous report had indicated that the Minister of Health had approved a proposal for 

the Association of Workshops for the Blind to oversee this matter, the Association found 

themselves unable to complete the task. The Ministry considered it of vital importance that 

marketing improve because “the number of blind persons under training is considerably in 

excess of the number who could be found remunerative employment under present market 

conditions.”131 In a 1932 report, the Ministry of Health’s Advisory Council for the Welfare of the 

Blind, it was estimated that the percentage of blind persons employed in occupations was divided 

as follows: 

“(1) Professional, semi-professional and clerical occupations, 17% 
(2) Manual occupations, skilled, 55%; unskilled 2% 
(3) Agricultural occupations, 3% 
(4) Shopkeepers, hawkers, collectors and agents, 14% 
(5) Miscellaneous (unclassified), 9%”132 
 

43% of the total number of employed were employed outside of workshops for the blind, but the 

report emphasized that there was “no information as to how fully they [were] employed.”  

 

                                                
131 Ministry of Health, Tenth Report of the Advisory Committee on the Welfare of the Blind to the Minister of Health 
1931-32 (London: HSMO, 1933), p. 14-15. 

132 Ministry of Health, Tenth Report of the Advisory Committee on the Welfare of the Blind to the Minister of Health 
1931-32 (London: HSMO, 1933), p. 12. 
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Conclusion 

There were many tensions to overcome in the process of expanding employment 

opportunities for people with blindness and low vision. While industrial psychology presented 

itself as a possible tool to prove the utility and merit of workers with blindness and low vision, it 

failed to become the powerful resource the N.I.B. hoped it would be. Existing relationships 

between industry and conceptions of blindness continued to prevail despite numerous campaigns 

to overturn stereotypes of persons with blindness. Additionally, the researchers and their 

sponsors frequently fell prey to the same thinking that they wished to dispel from their target 

audience. Although they wanted to present their constituents as individuals capable of initiative 

and as potential assets to society, their recommendations tended to contradict the N.I.B.’s goal 

and destroyed the individualism the NIIP sought to emphasize in many of its more successful 

endeavors.  

Eventually, there was a surge in employment of blind workers in sighted factories, but 

not because science dictated it; the Second World War forced a shift in employment of disabled 

people. As historian Matthias Reiss has shown, the Second World War was critical to dispelling 

stereotypes of blindness and opened up new pathways for employment in sighted factories, at 

least temporarily. During the war, management at the workshops for the blind struggled to attract 

orders and obtain materials for their products. Wartime production meant that the goods 

produced by the workshops were not classified as essential to the war effort. Workers left 

sheltered workshops for new employment opportunities that were opened in sighted factories as 

men left for the war front. By 1941, the country needed all available manpower devoted to the 

war effort. The N.I.B. estimated that nearly ten thousand blind people were in full employment 
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in Great Britain by 1944.133 Stories about the contributions blind people made to the war effort 

filled local newspapers throughout Great Britain. Moreover, Reiss explained, the war effort saw 

a substantial rise in the types of blind workers who were employed; he quoted the March 1944 

issue of the Blind Advocate that reported that the “‘vast majority of these men and women have 

come from the class registered as Unemployable Blind Persons.’”134  

The N.I.B.’s placement committee continued to investigate placement and employment 

through the war, but without the help of the NIIP. The questions continued to focus on measures 

of efficiency, but the N.I.B. reported that across the country there were decreases in employment 

of the blind in sighted factories ranging from 9% to 33% as workers voluntarily returned to the 

sheltered workshops.135 The N.I.B. continued to tout stories of efficiency in their reports, 

including a testimonial from the managing director of a metal molding company, who wrote: 

“We have always found that the efficiency of the blind was greater than that of the sighted.”136 

A key question at the heart of science studies asks scholars to interrogate the social and 

political interests inherent in the making of scientific knowledge in order to understand the social 

and situated nature of scientific knowledge. Scholars in this field often search for the biases – 

both intentional and unconscious – that order scientific thinking at discrete points in time. As this 

chapter shows, the NIIP sought to create multiple audiences for its work in the interwar period. 

                                                
133 “Blind People in Industry,” Blind Advocate (October 1944), p. 3. 

134 Reiss, Blind Workers against Charity, 124-125, 217. 

135 National Institute for the Blind, Report of the Executive Council of the National Institute for the Blind for the 
Financial Year ended 31 March 1946 (London: National Institute for the Blind, 1946), p. 12, Migel Memorial 
Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportfor1945460000nati/. 

136 National Institute for the Blind, Report of the Executive Council of the National Institute for the Blind for the 
Financial Year ended 31 March, 1946 (London: National Institute for the Blind, 1946), p. 14, Migel Memorial 
Collection, https://archive.org/details/reportfor1945460000nati/. 
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As the researchers worked to demonstrate their expertise, they had to navigate the political 

landscape of advocacy for blind persons, while remaining true to their own progressive-minded 

goals for worker well-being.137 In turn, the N.I.B. and the Association of the Workshops for the 

Blind used those knowledge claims in conjunction with their existing knowledge of working 

conditions and the goals of social and economic freedoms for persons with blindness. The 

complicated maneuverings taken during the partnership between the N.I.B. and the NIIP 

ultimately reveal the extent to which entrenched social constraints steered and shaped the 

creation of scientific knowledge. Although in other areas the new science of industrial 

psychology successfully stressed the direct application of psychological and physiological 

knowledge to social problems, the question of blind workers proved too weighty for the science 

to solve at the time. In the process, the NIIP undermined many of the claims it made for 

industrial psychology in the debates with the Gilbreths. Workers became reduced to their 

physiology, and efficiency became the gold standard. However, Myers and his colleagues still 

held fast to their core belief that science should be used to promote worker welfare. Interestingly 

for our case study here, the N.I.B. also believed that science should promote worker welfare, and 

as the more socially and politically powerful in the relationship, its active engagement in the 

communication process ultimately controlled what knowledge was used and spread.  

                                                
137 See chapter 3 for more on progressive-minded goals and the politics behind the scenes at the NIIP. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

“Man is not a machine, calculated to produce the same amount of work at all times under 
the same physical conditions. His productivity is greatly influenced by his mental state, 
and the psychology of the worker has to be borne in mind in every inquiry into 
productivity.”  
– H. M. Vernon, Industrial Fatigue and Efficiency (1921)1 

 
“It was a hard task to combine the reticence of a man of science with the necessity for a 
certain publicity in order to develop popular interest in the subject of my later work 
[industrial psychology].”  
– C. S. Myers, Autobiography (1936)2 
 

The landscape of science has included many variables regarding the credibility that 

stemmed from the spaces and places of scientific knowledge-making. Often, knowledge and 

power have been linked to place. In the case of the NIIP, existing outside the bounds of the 

university research establishment came with tangible costs. Spatial relationships and the physical 

location of scientific knowledge-making affected funding, research trajectories, communication, 

and ultimately, prestige and credibility. Through partnerships with various publics, the NIIP 

navigated its way through a variety of major social and economic issues and attempted to show 

how the human sciences of work could be developed and applied in a range of venues. Its efforts 

during the interwar period had some successes, but by the late 1930s, on the brink of financial 

insolvency, its future looked bleak. Regardless of the uncertainty of its future, however, the 

Institute and its researchers were influential and would continue to be during the post-war period.  

                                                
1 Horace Middleton Vernon, Industrial Fatigue and Efficiency (London: G. Routledge, 1921), 5. 
2 Charles Samuel Myers, "Autobiography: Charles Samuel Myers," in A History of Psychology in Autobiography, 
ed. Carl Murchison (Worcester, Massachusetts: Clark University Press, 1936), 230. 
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Myers and his team of industrial psychologists carved out a new field of psychology that 

fundamentally shaped the landscape of applied psychology in Britain. Not only did the Institute’s 

researchers implement changes in education and local industries, influence public policy, and 

change perceptions of industrial investigations, but their influences extended to other realms of 

society, especially in their careers after the Institute. Most former NIIP researchers took up work 

in academic, industrial, industrial consultancy, government service, and medical and clinical 

fields. Some became university professors, teachers at adult educational establishments, and 

headmasters of schools. A substantial portion of former NIIP staff entered industry and 

commerce in executive roles, including J. G. W. Davies who became an executive director at the 

Bank of England.3 After World War II, former staff moved into roles at consultancy firms whose 

aims were similar to those of the NIIP, but provided better pay and the opportunity to specialize 

in one type of work.4 The former Assistant Director of the NIIP and long-time researcher, 

Winifred Raphael, reported that prior to World War II, the NIIP’s relationships with consultancy 

firms were icy because the firms “restricted their aims entirely to increasing output,” much in the 

same vein as Taylorism and scientific management.5 However, after the war, and certainly as 

more investigators who were trained at the NIIP entered into consultancy, these venues became 

more appealing to many trained psychologists. As a result, specific ways of thinking about 

humans at work proliferated within British society, increasing the emphasis on testing and 

measurement as ways to ensure proper job training and personnel management.  

                                                
3 Winifred Raphael, “NIIP and its Staff 1921 to 1961,” Occupational Psychology 44 (1970): 63-70. 

4 Raphael, “NIIP and its Staff 1921 to 1961,” 68. 

5 Raphael, “NIIP and its Staff 1921 to 1961,” 68. 
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Scholarship within the history of science has distinguished between research in 

laboratory settings and research in field settings, especially in early twentieth century 

psychology. However, there were also substantial and critical differences between university and 

non-university settings that could affect scientific credibility; most notably, the real or perceived 

threat of commercial contamination. Within the research university, money and other forms of 

financial support could be obscured from the public’s eye. In a not-for-profit like the NIIP, who 

publically released their financial statements in its annual reports, each sponsorship from 

industry, grant, fellowship, and donation from individual was meticulously recorded and 

publicized – opening the NIIP’s research to increased scrutiny. The NIIP’s publics were overt in 

ways not typical of the university setting. The NIIP’s director Charles Myers, along with some of 

his publics bristled at the thought of science being contaminated by industry and capitalism. Ever 

the academic, Myers sought out government funding and university-style fundraising, even 

though it severely limited the types of research he could do.  

Some of the incredulity could be mitigated by social factors. In particular, social clout 

helped to define suitable locations for building scientific reputation. Myers’s elite social standing 

and his medical degree from Cambridge afforded him some benefits in his initiatives, though his 

Jewish background may have contributed some disadvantages when he became ever more 

entangled in business. For Myers, an established scientific credibility and an elite pedigree gave 

him access to both individuals and institutions, but many of these same publics provided little 

consistent funding. His desire to mold the NIIP into a more academic institute, rather than a 

commercial business like a consultancy firm, affected his ability to gain the necessary funding to 

thrive. 



 220 

The Second World War changed the Institute’s approach to many topics. The Armed 

Services enlisted several members of the NIIP for help in vocational guidance and training. The 

Royal Navy and the Army were most interested in developing a battery of group tests for 

vocational guidance and selection. Whereas the NIIP had been accustomed to testing individuals, 

the exigencies of war demanded a more efficient technique, especially for identifying men for 

officer training. In the Royal Air Force, three Institute staff investigated different aspects of 

training air crew and developed training devices. 6 The decision to move toward group tests in 

the Armed Services resulted in major modifications to the vocational guidance testing provided 

to civilians in peace time. Instead of individual examinations given over the course of several 

hours, the youth encountered two days of testing. On the first day, a group of seven to eight 

youths were given a battery of tests, while on the second day, each received individual 

interviews by one, if not two, advisers. Formatting of materials also changed substantially, with 

the introduction of new forms and edge-punched case record cards for follow-up studies. From a 

materials point of view, the standardization required in the military transferred to the Institute’s 

work in the civilian world. Thus, the war helped psychological knowledge colonize new areas of 

society. Educational and vocational testing became more prominent, and other domains, such as 

marketing, were increasingly picked up by the corporate world.  

Beyond testing and materials, the war also resulted in massive staffing changes at the 

NIIP. Many staff members chose to remain in the Admiralty and War Office or the Selection 

Board established by the Civil Service Commissioners. The pay proved better and the positions 

were less volatile to economic pressures and layoffs. Additionally, Myers’s death led to new 

leadership, with Clifford B. Frisby becoming director. Frisby oriented the Institute in new 

                                                
6 C. B. Frisby, “The Development of Industrial Psychology at the NIIP” Occupational Psychology 44 (1970): 35-50. 
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directions as he confronted a new political landscape and growing competition in many of the 

Institute’s interwar research areas. During the post-war period, industrial psychology became 

more commonly known as occupational psychology as a way to emphasize the science’s interest 

in all fields of work, not just industry. Under Frisby’s leadership in 1956, the Institute was 

granted official sanction from the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research (DSIR) to be 

treated as an industrial research association. This new standing allowed the Institute more 

financial flexibility to conduct research as its primary activity, especially the types of research 

that required close contact with industry and commerce.7 As Frisby argued in his 1970 retrospect 

on the NIIP, the 1956 sanction and the subsequent creation of a general research fund had a 

profound influence on the types of research that the Institute could conduct. Most importantly, it 

allowed researchers to pursue topics that would otherwise go uninvestigated due to lack of 

funding:  

“[The 1956 sanction and subsequent creation of a general research fund] had the effect of 
softening what had been a hard line between advisory services and research. Advisory 
investigations after the war had become less general in their nature, more specialized, and 
often had defined terms for reference. This had made it normally impossible to follow 
interesting lines opened during the studies unless the subject of general interest to the 
psychologist was also of interest to the manager who would have to pay the cost of the 
work beyond the original terms of reference. With the research fund available, the 
Institute could itself finance such extensions of investigations and use the good 
opportunities for field research which had been revealed. The development of a science 
could now proceed side by side with the application of a technology.”8 
 

Finances were critical to the direction of research agendas, and the freedom for the NIIP’s 

researchers to choose project based on their own interests was a radical change from the previous 

decades in which investigations were limited by funding source and benefactors. Although this 

                                                
7 Frisby, “The Development of Industrial Psychology at the NIIP,” 48. 

8 Frisby, “The Development of Industrial Psychology at the NIIP,” 50. 
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did not free the researchers completely from financial constraints, it was viewed as a positive 

step in developing knowledge that may not have an immediate commercial advantage. 

The NIIP expanded again in the mid-1960s following support from the Ministry of 

Technology, the successor to DSIR; however, when the Ministry withdrew funding at the end of 

the decade, the Institute was again left on tenuous financial footing. In 1973, the NIIP suspended 

most of its activities as it again found itself facing insolvency. Through the financial assistance 

of the North East London Polytechnic it was able to continue some work on a smaller scale. The 

NIIP’s board decided to officially close the Institute in 1976.  

 The story of the NIIP is an intimately human one. It is a story of hopes and of fears; of 

desires to resist mechanization and robotization; and of the way politics, economics, and social 

issues have shaped the questions researchers ask and the answers given. The concerns of 

stakeholders and publics bounded scientific questions and answers. Contemporary concerns and 

imaginings of science came from many different sources, from policy discussions to real-life 

experiences in the factory, from public demonstrations of mechanical men to novels that put 

forth dystopian ideas about worlds structured under the rules of Fordism and scientific 

rationalization. The NIIP’s publics contributed not only intellectual boundaries, but, because 

science needs funding and subjects of study, they placed practical boundaries on scientific 

exploration f or an emerging branch of psychology. This project reveals the many complexities 

that underlay the creation of scientific knowledge. It highlights the human connections that go 

into making knowledge, as well as the human elements that have bounded and influenced that 

movement. It is perhaps only fitting that these very human factors affected the work and research 

done by Myers and his associates at the National Institute of Industrial Psychology.  
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APPENDIX A 

PROCESSES IDENTIFIED BY THE NIIP AS SUITABLE FOR PERSON WITH BLINDNESS 

Source: Appendix III of Report of Investigation for the National Institute for the Blind, NIIP, 
undated (1927-8?), American Printing House for the Blind, Inc., M.C. Migel Library. 
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