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Editorial: The British Society for Rheumatology

Members of the Heberden Society and the British
Association for Rheumatology and Rehabilitation
have decided, by an overwhelming majority, that the
time has come for the formation of a new single
society.

Rheumatologists in the United Kingdom are of
course well aware of these developments, about
which discussions have been going on for several
years. Some explanation is, however, due to readers
of this journal beyond these shores (the main part of
our readership), especially as the Heberden Society
has for many years been regarded as an 'affiliated
organisation' with a close and cordial association
betwen the society and the journal. Murmurs have
indeed been heard from across the waters. What is to
become of the Heberden Society, that originally
exclusive band of pioneer physicians and surgeons
concerned with the study of patients with rheumatic
diseases? What of the Heberden Oration and Medal,
a highly prized award to distinguished clinical scien-
tists from the UK (Russell Brain, Kellgren, Bywat-
ers), the USA (Hench, Ziff, Seegmiller, McCarty),
and continental Europe (Brocjner-Mortensen, Fore-
stier, Sitaj), and also the Heberden Round, when the
selected roundsman dons a white coat and demon-
strates patients to a critical but appreciative audi-
ence, illustrating some particular theme in clinical
rheumatology? Then there is the Heberden Room at
the Royal College of Physicians with its fine library
where the present slips into the past in an unrivalled
collection of historical rheumatological literature.
A look at the histories of the two societies shows

very different origins but a gradual approximation of
interests. The Heberden Society was founded as a
clinical and scientific society for the advancement of
the study of rheumatic diseases by a small group of
physicians under the chairmanship of Dr Matthew
Ray of London in 1936. Known originally as the
Committee for the Study and Investigation of
Rheumatism, its name was changed to the Heberden
Society the following year, membership being limited
to 100 medical men interested in rheumatology. A
brief history of the society and its later development
is to be found in its annual reports. Notable events
have been the founding of the valuable historical
library in 1938, the adoption of the Annals of the
Rheumatic Diseases as its official organ in 1945, and
the revision of its constitution in 1972, whereby
membership was enlarged and voting right given to
associate members. To quote from the reports, 'the

pioneer work of the Heberden Society has been a
major influence in rheumatology.'
The British Association for Rheumatology and

Rehabilitation (BARR) started life in 1942 as the
British Association of Physical Medicine, a specialty
whose growth was fostered during the second world
war in response to the needs of the armed Forces. In
1948 the College of Physicians instituted a diploma
and the specialty was recognised by the National
Health Service. BARR assumed its present name and
constitution in 1970, a reflection of dissatisfaction
with the concept of physical medicine and of the
association's increasing interest in rheumatology, so
that the content of its scientific meetings has become
similar to that of the Heberden Society. Moreover,
BARR has readily assumed a 'guild' function, ex-
pressed by the admirable activities of its standing
committees which work in such fields as education
and hospital services. Such a political role has never
been sought or developed by the Heberden Society,
although, like BARR, it has representation on the
Royal College of Physicians Committee of
Rheumatology.

Clinical rheumatologists have been drawn to
become members of both bodies. There is a 70%
overlap of membership, with reduplication of sub-
scriptions and time spent at meetings of the two
societies, not to mention those of other organisations
such as the Association of Physicians and the British
Society of Immunology, meetings of which seem to
take place with uncanny accuracy on identical dates.
The formation of a single society is therefore a

natural step. A working party from the Heberden
Society and BARR has drawn up a draft constitution
for the British Society for Rheumatology, which has
been accepted almost unanimously by postal ballot.
The constitutional dissolution of the two societies will
be followed by the formation of the British Society
for Rheumatology, which has already been approved
as a registered charity by the Charity Commissioners,
probably from the beginning of 1984. All present
members of Heberden and BARR-including over-
seas members-will have the opportunity of continu-
ing as members of the BSR, but it has seemed wise to
abolish the unnecessary category of associate mem-
bership. New members will be accepted only after
due proposal and approval, but beyond this the
society will welcome in its common category of ordi-
nary membership all scientific and professional
workers in the specialty of rheumatology.
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All this is not without a twinge of sadness for old
loyalties and good times remembered. As a colleague
put it, 'We have voted with our heads but not our
hearts.' But we shall seek to get the best of both
worlds. The ideals of the Heberden Society will not
be lost, and indeed an early opportunity may well be
taken by the new society to improve the structure of
the scientific meetings. The Heberden Oration and
Round will still be given and the Heberden Library
will remain our valuable asset. Standing committees
will continue to work as they do now in BARR. A
new standing committee of considerable importance
will be the Clinical Affairs Committee, membership
of which will normally be restricted to medically
qualified members. It will find much work on its
hands just now-for example, the task of dealing with
the present disproportion between numbers
in training grades and senior posts.

Rheumatologists generally accept that we are
actively concerned in the rehabilitation of our own
patients, an exemplary attitude which is now being
followed by other specialties. There is no reason,
however, why a clinical rheumatologist should be an
expert in, say, the modern techniques of stroke
rehabilitation, which is surely the province of the
neurologist or the specialist in rehabilitation
medicine. Such rehabilitation specialists are rela-
tively few in number. Till now their club has been
BARR, but the present developments are in fact
providing a stimulus for the establishment of new
professional and research organisations in the field of

rehabilitation medicine. In this they will have the
support and good wishes of us all. They have already
had their own committee in the Royal College of
Physicians for several years.

Rheumatologists are not the first to face the need
for unified organisation. Respiratory physicians and
surgeons have had an almost identical problem, and
the new British Thoracic Society has been formed
from two parent societies, the Thoracic Society
(originally promoted by elite thoracic surgeons) and
the British Thoracic Association, formerly the
Tuberculosis Association. Professor Margaret
Turner-Warwick's account' of the roles of the two
societies moving more closely together, their pro-
grammes for scientific meetings showing progressive
overlap, and the way in which specialists in respirat-
ory medicine increasingly became members of both
societies gives a fascinating parallel to our own situa-
tion. Her plea for extension of international com-
radeship also strikes a chord. The British Society for
Rheumatology, though a national organisation, will
not be insular but must rather maintain the close links
which rheumatologists in the UK already have with
our colleagues overseas.

William Heberden was called "ultimus
Romanorum" by his old gouty patient Dr Samuel
Johnson, but I think that he would have been among
the first to endorse our new efforts.

J.T.S.
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