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 As we develop (stumble?) through our careers as scientists, teachers, research-
ers, academic administrators, and so forth, here in South Dakota, we often 
indulge our human tendency to complain about the general state of things. 
When my colleagues at the School of Mines and Technology sit together at a 
lunch table in the cafeteria or at coffee break in the faculty lounge we often 
find ourselves comparing the conditions under which we perform our teaching, 
research, and service, to those of colleagues at institutions elsewhere and even to 
conditions years earlier at our own institution. As might be expected, the grass 
usually appears greener outside South Dakota’s borders, and within our borders 
it appears greener for times sufficiently far removed from the present that only 
one or two of our faculty colleagues have even dim recollections of those times.
 A review of the annual presidential addresses printed in the Proceedings of 
the Academy demonstrates that Academy presidents often use their presidential 
address to assess the state of science in the state. Perhaps by the time presidents 
arrive in this position we are so well practiced at such assessment, as a result of 
the hundreds of hours of lunches and coffee breaks that have been interspersed 
between the classes and research sessions that filled our days and evenings over 
the years, that it is a natural presentation to make. For this reason if for no other, 
it seems appropriate to me in 2004 to continue this tradition. This year the fo-
cus will not be so much on comparison to what is or has transpired beyond our 
borders, but on comparison to what has happened in South Dakota before the 
present. 
 Although not formally trained in philosophy or psychology, it seems to me 
that no one here would challenge the idea that we scientists, like humans in 
almost every line of endeavor, often yearn for a “golden age”, one in which condi-
tions are nearly perfect for us to practice our profession. What would constitute 
a “golden age” for science? Most of us would, I think, say that such conditions in 
such an age must include the flexibility to independently pursue new knowledge 
with at least modest but automatic backing from our home institution. Why 
must we always be preparing proposals and budgets and threading the intricate 
and uncertain maze of the federal bureaucracy seeking the funds we need to 
pursue our research ideas, even for very small and inexpensive projects? Why 
must we suffer multiple rejections for each success in such searches for funding? 
Most of us are self-confident enough to expect that reasonable resources should 
be available for the asking, given our competence in our fields and our own per-
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ceptions of our value to society.  (Unfortunately, polls of the public are mixed in 
terms of their confidence in us to make valuable contributions on their behalf.)
 Most of us might also support the notion that to a large degree the best 
science is accomplished when scientists pursue their own notions of what is 
important – “curiosity-driven” science.  Why must we restrict ourselves to the 
topics and approaches mentioned in the broad agency announcements, requests 
for proposals, etc., very often of a distinctly applied nature? What do the research 
bureaucrats who write these solicitations know about what is important in our 
fields? Obviously, given the way the world works today, more than scientific cri-
teria often go in to choices of topics for funding opportunities, but perhaps in a 
“golden age”, extra-scientific issues would have minimal influence?
 Beyond this, where is the flexibility to allow us to pursue some of the deeper 
questions that no funding agency will support, the “meta-science” of combining 
knowledge from different disciplines in order to update our general worldview? 
This is stuff with no direct application to any societal need. For instance, an ex-
ample of such a question is how are we to understand our “common” worldview?  
Is it based on objective observations of the physical universe, and is there only 
one possible worldview?  Or is our worldview a social construct, one of multiple 
possible worldviews constructed by different social groupings, each consistent 
with the observed evidence? How does one find the time and support to consider 
these meta issues and develop an understanding of them? Would not scientists 
with a better grasp of these issues be better at successfully conducting their 
research and communicating its implications to their colleagues, particularly 
those in other fields? This obviously is a hard concept to sell to research program 
managers who need concrete results on an annual basis to justify their program 
budgets.
 Few of us would disagree with the idea that our institutions should provide 
adequate support for us as we train the next generation of scientists to follow us. 
Where are the institutional teaching and research assistantships that will make 
this happen? In South Dakota today, these resources are very scarce. 
 In a “golden age” would there not be selfless cooperation between institu-
tions, true sharing of resources in order to achieve the common good? Without 
pointing a finger in any direction in particular, based on my own experiences 
over 17 years in South Dakota, I feel safe in observing that cooperation between 
researchers around the state could be greatly improved, resulting in benefits both 
to science and to the researchers involved. In my opinion, such improvements 
require changes in attitudes of mid- and upper-level academic administrators as 
well as lower down in the hierarchy at the individual researcher level.
 Taking these factors as a group,  there are a few at the School of Mines who 
speculate that some decades ago conditions might have more closely approached 
some definition of “golden”, however tarnished, compared to the present. My 
retired colleague Cyrus Cox, who taught electrical engineering for 40 years at 
the School of Mines beginning in 1952, recently reminisced that when he ar-
rived on campus there were only 5 people on staff who were not faculty. Among 
these were the president and the groundskeeper. Faculty constituted a substantial 
majority of all employees. Today at this same institution, less than 1/3 of em-



Proceedings of the South Dakota Academy of Science, Vol. 83 (2004) 21

ployees are faculty.  If our institutions were not so top heavy with administration, 
constructing administrative mazes to control activities at our institutions, would 
not our lives as faculty and as researchers be more ideal?  Professor Cox hints that 
this might be so. Or does increased administrative staff in some way work out 
to be a net benefit to research activities? Does our image of a “golden age” need 
revision?
 The Academy proceedings yield cross-sectional views of science in the state 
beginning with the founding of the Academy in 1915.  I have been in South 
Dakota only since 1987, and attended my first Academy meeting when it met 
in Rapid City in 1993, just over one decade ago. In preparing these thoughts, 
after suitable procrastination, the meeting was fast approaching before I even 
got to the library.  I judiciously limited my search through the proceedings for 
evidence of progression toward or away from a “golden age” to the last 20 years 
of Academy presidential addresses. Most addresses in this era from 1983-2002 
were thoughtful and interesting. They included a mixture of disciplinary talks, 
state-of-science talks, and an occasional talk on pedagogy, so there was not a new 
assessment of the state of science in the state every year. Among those addresses 
on the state of science, a few themes and trends emerged, but no evidence for 
progression toward or away from a “golden age”.  
 One strong theme appeared in the 1990’s when there were several discus-
sions dealing with the “small state syndrome”. This syndrome is characterized 
by South Dakotans making apologies for their lack of resources to conduct sci-
ence, and the limitations on the types of science that can be conducted that are 
imposed by this deficiency. I believe sensitivity to this issue was heightened with 
the beginnings of the various EPSCoR program competitions funded by several 
federal science agencies beginning in the 1980’s, which in some sense made us 
more sensitive to the disparities between science in many other states and in 
South Dakota. However, we were a small state in 1984 and still are small today.
 Another theme from this same period is featured most strongly in Sharon 
Clay’s 1997 address when she depicted the depressed morale within the state sys-
tem of higher education at that time. This was aggravated by enhanced controls 
imposed from above (Pierre) and by generally increased teaching loads caused 
by loss of faculty lines during the “reinvestment for efficiency” conducted within 
the state system of higher education at the time.  However, the same morale 
problems, some times stronger, some times weaker, have existed at least since I 
arrived in South Dakota in 1987
 If there ever was a golden age for science in South Dakota, it must have hap-
pened before  1984!
 With the meeting only days away, I found time for a quick survey of presi-
dential addresses from the first 20 years of academy meetings, 1915-1934.  If a 
golden age was to be found, might it not be as far removed as possible from the 
present?
 During the 1915-1934 era there was virtually no federal support for sci-
entific research anywhere and Academy members had to find support at local 
levels for their activities.  Science then in South Dakota could be characterized 
as “small”, in contrast to the “large” science that became much more common 
in the more populous states following World War II. It is clear that Academy 



members had somewhat more autonomy in conducting their research during 
this earlier era, but that resources were even more of a limiting factor then than 
they are now. The Academy was more heterogeneous then than now, including 
secondary school teachers, a significant contingent of government workers, and 
even church ministers, so that topics discussed at meetings covered a spectrum 
somewhat broader than at our more recent meetings.
 The first two presidential addresses were delivered by Hilton Ira Jones in 
1915 and 1916. In them he focuses much of his attention on the state of science 
in South Dakota at the time. He emphasizes the need for the state government to 
start funding research applied to state problems (a need still much in the public 
eye today!), including such items as surveys of state geological and agricultural 
resources, to support economic development. He complains strongly about the 
attitude of legislators and college administrators who regard teaching as the only 
important duty of faculty members, and mentions that faculty members at the 
time were typically spending 15-25 hrs/wk in the classroom.
 Do these concerns sound familiar?  Do conditions then resemble even re-
motely the criteria for a “golden age” discussed above? If not in that era, might 
there be a “golden age” somewhere between the teens and the present?
 There were some very lean years in the late ‘20’s and early ‘30’s. The “Uni-
versity” (now USD) published the Academy proceedings from 1915 onward, 
but due to financial constraints the collected proceedings from 1928-1934 were 
published in 1934 as one very slim volume.  The Depression years certainly were 
not a “golden age” for science in South Dakota, in any sense of the term.
 If there has been a “golden age” during our period of record, then it must 
have occurred after the Great Depression and before the second term of the 
Reagan presidency, somewhere between 1934 and1984.  Before our 2005 meet-
ing, I pledge to finish my survey of Academy proceedings and report on this 
middle period, although I truly think it is unlikely a “golden age” will be found 
in there. 
 Perhaps there hasn’t been a “golden age” yet,  but there will be one in our fu-
ture? A little optimism makes present impediments easier to bear. My own hunch 
is that the search for a golden age will yield a result other than what we seek, 
perhaps as the Spanish found the High Plains prairies instead of cities of gold in 
their search for the 7 cities of Cibola.  Or perhaps, like Dorothy in Frank Baum’s 
Land of Oz, we have visited the place we truly seek, but not realized it?  Taking 
this latter line of thought, I would like to close with a quote from the 1922 presi-
dential address to the Academy by A. N. Hume, a soil scientist at “State” (now 
SDSU).  This was delivered following the end of the tragic first great world war 
of the century, and subsequent world-wide flu epidemic, at a time when South 
Dakota was growing in population and economic activity.

…may I submit very seriously that the scientific spirit is indeed the hope of 
the world. Instead of finding just rare moments, perhaps once a year, when 
we are not seeking students or religious converts or adherence to some politi-
cal faith or favor with men  - in fact when we are not seeking anything at 
all except that some problem may be made to appear in the light of truth 
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– such moments ought to become not exceedingly rare, but they ought to be 
the rule of life.

We need not flatter ourselves that our meeting here will have much visible 
effect upon society, but we may get some peace of mind out of the fact that 
the spirit in which we meet is indeed the spirit which can make for human 
progress. If the South Dakota Academy of Science shall diminish by a little 
the rarity with which groups of people assemble themselves together to con-
template truth for truth’s sake, it will do more to avert conflict on earth than 
an ordinary peace conference. 

 Merely by participating in Academy meetings and functions, we are at least 
visiting, if not taking up permanent residence, in a kind of “golden age”, with a 
diversity of topics being discussed thoughtfully and respectfully, and with new 
ideas and collaborations for research being fostered. It is doubtful that our Acad-
emy will be able to do much directly concerning significant increases in research 
funding or the conditions under which its members conduct their activities at 
their home institutions, but perhaps through our discussions we can contribute 
indirectly towards improvements in these areas. 
 It is a privilege to be a member of our Academy and as an officer to help 
facilitate its activities. I look forward to an interesting and challenging year as 
we continue our efforts to encourage the growth of scientific research, and the 
dissemination and applications of scientific results, for the benefit of the people 
of our state and our planet.
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