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well into the 20th century (Delporte 1930). For a good review of celestial
nomenclature issues and original proposals, see Bishop (2004).

In recent decades, the multiplication of catalogs and of object identi-
�ers of all kinds has made necessary the compilation of synonym tables such
as CDS’ Catalogue of Stellar Identi�cations (CSI) and database Simbad 2.
Integration of all kinds of data through such interconnecting grounds or
hubs, ampliation to several dimensions and hierarchization of cosmic ob-
jects required continual upgrading towards resources such as Aladin 3 and
towards always more advanced digital research facilities such as those called
nowadays Virtual Observatories (VOs).

We already stressed (Heck 2001, 2002/OSA 3) how unfortunate was
such a label, though concise and handy to ‘sell’ the corresponding projects
to decision makers/takers. Someone involved in a VO project claimed there-
after that such semantic questions were irrelevant and what mattered was
the work actually done. Perhaps acceptable for some, such a stand calls
nevertheless for a couple of comments. First, the rigor scientists put in
their work should also be applied to the way they phrase it. Second, as
more than one advertizer already experienced it, even pleasant and largely
adopted buzzwords can back�re; a high-ranking politician of science was
commenting recently: \Why should we fund those projects, since they are
virtual?"

A Matter of Worlds

But let’s go really virtual for a while, in an imaginary place called, say,
Weirdland, populated by Weirdies obeying rules edicted from the capital
city, Weirdtown.

A pragmatic scientist, visiting the place from an outside world, could
not help being surprized by the way the Weirdic scientists were functioning.
Here are a few excerpts picked randomly from the visitor’s diary:
{ none of the scientists in charge of institutions seems to have ever been
trained in management, nor in human resources; they often behave in a
narrow-minded ‘little-chief’ spirit; in fact, no di�erence is made between
administrator, director and manager;
{ the qualities of chief are rarely a selection criterion for positions of respon-
sibilities; the process is, sometimes through formal elections though, a kind
of cooptation where the common denominators are personalities avoiding
con
icting situations and not risking to disturb the general routine during
their terms;
{ the administrative structure and the resulting burden are so heavy that

2http://simbad.u-strasbg.fr/Simbad
3http://aladin.u-strasbg.fr/aladin.gml
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Figure 1. Les Astronomes [The Astronomers] (1961), oil on canevas (155�255) by Paul
Delvaux (1897-1994). (Private collection, by courtesy)

highly quali�ed scientists avoid entering the managerial career and there-
fore end up being regulated by less competent people;
{ the personnel selection and promotion processes are most disturbing; un-
der policies of transparency, it appears that many decisions are in fact taken
in advance of the commission meetings, that applicants have frequently no
possibility for appeal and no opportunity to get themselves heard, that
rankings by commissions are sometimes mysteriously rearranged before
reaching the o�cial publication of results;
{ rules continually change, but not in favor of scienti�c criteria, getting
decreasing weight over time in favor of secondary activities; contributions
to the progress of knowledge and outstanding publication records are fre-
quently less rated than confusing notions of ‘service’ including serving in
commissions, i.e. favoring those very people deciding on promotions;
{ ethics isues are largely ignored by Weirdic scientists; ethic charters are
rarely heard of, ignored or kept con�dential when existing; guidelines to
avoid con
icts of interest and collusions seem not to exist; close relatives
or people with strong connections are sometimes holding high-ranking po-
sitions within the same organizations;
{ examples abound where immediate carreerist bene�t (personal or for
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friends) prevails over the long-term interest of the discipline;
{ the Weirdic scienti�c world appears to be disconnected from reality; self-
reinforcing projects engulf lavish expenses with apparently no possibility
this be questioned by independent bodies;
{ creativity, sometimes carried out by individuals from personal money, is
discouraged as leading out of the beaten pathes and well-established pat-
terns; in fact, in many instances, strategies appear to be negatively oriented.

These were just a few points from the visitor’s diary that was holding
many more comments, on publications, on education, on evaluation, etc.,
on which we may come back in future editorials. Weirdland was a virtual
world, but could we say that, in our everyday real life, we have never been
wondering one day about one of the situations mentioned above?

They are not new either. In the forewords of his textbooks, Bouasse
(1918) was already pointing out shortcomings and inadequacies in the pro-
fessional deontology, as well as absurdities in astronomy educational poli-
cies at the very beginning of the 20th century. Much closer to us, Koestler
(1973) set up, on a dramatic background of world con
ict threat, a hilari-
ous parody of academic jet-setters attending a conference in a place easily
identi�able by European astronomers and invited guests from abroad.

A Matter of Ways

Over the past couple of decades, activities grouped under the label EPO
(Education and Public Outreach) have taken a more asserted importance in
astronomy. The profession of EPO o�cer has been increasingly perceived as
indispensable and going much beyond the mere distribution of nice pictures.

Two major practical motivations for such an evolution can be identi�ed:
(a) the enhanced degree of competition, for public and private funding,
between the scienti�c disciplines, between institutions within a discipline,
between groups within an institution, and of course between individuals; (b)
the higher awareness of the impact of public support to secure such funding,
together with a better integrated concept of return towards the taxpayers.
Political authorities have also put more emphasis on the educational mission
of scienti�c organizations.

EPO positions have been created and dedicated EPO o�ces have been
set up, �rst in the large international and national organizations, then in
structures of smaller sizes, getting sometimes the grand public involved
through visitor centers occasionally equipped with planetariums4.

4See for instance the following dedicated chapters in the OSA volumes: Chris-
tensen (2003/OSA 4), Christian (2004/OSA 5), Finley (2002/OSA 3), Isbell & Fedele
(2003/OSA 4), Mitton (2001/OSA 2), Morison & O’Brien (2005/OSA 6), keeping in
mind that the matter has also been tackled in other, more general, contributions.
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Figure 2. Web pages of the IAU Working Group on Communicating Astronomy with
the Public (top), the 2005 ESO/ESA/IAU conference on the same theme (mi ddle), and
the 2005 ASP annual conference onThe Emerging EPO Profession (bottom). See text
for details and URLs.


