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Celebrating the Centenary of the IAU

Under One Sky: The IAU Centenary Symposium. Edited by Christiaan Sterken, John Hearnshaw 
and David Valls-Gabaud (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2019). Pp. xii + 542. $120.84. 
ISBN 9781108471596.

Shortly after the Versailles peace treaty, a group of astronomers from the allied countries 
met in Brussels to prepare the creation of the International Astronomical Union (IAU) as 
part of the new scientific umbrella organization called the International Research 
Council. The IAU was founded on 28 July 1919, initially consisting of only seven mem-
ber states, a number which at the end of the first General Assembly in May 1922 had 
increased to nineteen. Today, the IAU includes 82 national members and about 14,000 
individual members. The IAU centenary volume is based on a symposium held during 
the 30th General Assembly in Vienna at the end of August 2018. As a proceedings vol-
ume covering a large number of themes and subjects written by no fewer than 98 contrib-
uting authors, the IAU work under review inevitably lacks unity and appears as a 
somewhat scattered collection of essays, some historical and others not. The book is not 
and is not meant to be a scholarly study of how the IAU has developed over a century 
since its birth in 1919. In this respect it differs markedly from Adrian Blaauw’s History 
of the IAU, a monograph published in 1994 and focusing on the first half-century of the 
union. The chapters of IAU Symposium 349 range from a broad celebratory overview of 
astronomy, astrophysics and cosmology (by Malcolm Longair) to the role of the IAU in 
supporting astronomy in Madagascar (by Zara Randriamanakoto).

Despite the volume’s obvious weaknesses, at least as seen from an academic point of 
view, it includes several chapters of interest to historians of astronomy. Among them is an 
essay by David DeVorkin on George Ellery Hale, an internationalist and major force 
behind the reorganization of science in the years after World War II. As Hale was an inter-
nationalist, so was Arthur Eddington, whose close relations to the IAU are highlighted by 
Florian Laguens in a short essay mainly dealing with Eddington’s presidency during the 
troubled years from 1938 to his death in 1944. International and apolitical as the IAU 
wanted to be, of course it has always been influenced by the world-political realities; wit-
ness that originally membership of the union was restricted to the allied powers in World 
War I. Two of the chapters examine the problematic cases of Germany and China, respec-
tively, or perhaps one should say the two Germanies and the two Chinas. Roland Wielen 
not only recounts how Germany failed to become a member of the IAU during the inter-
war period but also includes a section on how Germany eventually became a member in 
1951 only to be challenged by the membership of GDR (East Germany) from 1962 to 
1990. The forces of world politics are even more visible in the case of China, or mainland 
China versus Taiwan, as described by Xiaowei Liu in an interesting if not entirely unbi-
ased chapter. In short, when Taiwan was admitted as a member of the IAU in 1959, this 
decision, viewed as politically motivated in the Cold War, resulted in mainland China 
withdrawing from the union, only to return in 1980.
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There are a few other chapters of interest to historians of science, of which one by 
Roberto Lalli deserves to be singled out, as it is the only one which addresses questions 
of a historiographical nature. Lalli’s project is a comparative history of the IAU and its 
sister organization IUPAP (International Union of Pure and Applied Physics). Why was 
IUPAP only established three years after IAU? Why did the two unions differ so much, 
both in structure and scientific impact? Lalli tentatively suggests that the transformation 
of the IUPAP after World War II, bringing it closer to the structure of the IAU, reflects 
the growing importance of big-science projects in physics.

Under One Sky is primarily a publication celebrating the centenary of the IAU and 
only secondarily a serious contribution to the organizational history of the astronomical 
sciences. On the other hand, it includes a wealth of biographical and other information as 
well as several chapters that will be of interest to historians of modern astronomy.
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