Commentary: The Value of Hindsight

By Ralph B. Peck, P.E., Hon. Member, ASCE

In the past few years, | have attended quite a number
of geotechnical conferences, both in the United States and
abroad. For the most part, young workers in the field have
presented papers at these events. I have been impressed by
their enthusiasm for geotechnics and by the skill with which
most of them have made their presentations. The enthusi-
asm of the young members bodes well for the future. The
great majority of the presentations have been lucid, well
illustrated, and very well presented. There is certainly no
lack of interest in our field.

Yet, very few of the papers deal with real soils, real rocks,
or with real projects. This is not surprising for young people
beginning their professional work. They have not yet had
the opportunity to deal with soils in nature and with engi-
neering realities. However, many of these young people will
probably go directly into research or teaching, and they may
never have the opportunity or see the desirability of work-

“For engineers to make a mistake in the
first place does not necessarily mean
they are poor engineers. To make the
same mistake twice means they have

not learned from experience.”

ing with geological materials under field or construction
conditions. They may not see the relevance or the necessity
of solving problems under field conditions. They may not
appreciate how quickly things can go wrong, particularly if
they do not have the background to detect the beginnings of
undesirable behavior.

Warning signs precede almost all geotechnical calami-
ties. The most successful geotechnical engineers are those
who can visualize unsatisfactory behavior, who watch for
signs of such behavior on their projects, who have read
about and observed development or the results of geotech-

nical failures,
and who have
analyzed such
failures both
qualitatively and
quantitatively,
When geo-
technical engi-
neers experience
such a misfor-
tune, it should be
regarded as their
duty to report
it as a case his-
tory. It is one of
the bright spots
in the history
of geotechnical
engineering that
our practitioners have been willing to disclose the problems
with which they have wrestled—even though the outcome
was sometimes much less desirable than they would have
wished. In the litigious atmosphere of our times, this is no
small accomplishment, as testimony to this is the use of case
histories of failures as a means for improving knowledge.
This has been one of the distinguishing characteristics of

geotechnical engineering. Of course, engineers do not wish
to have a failure, but if they do, they serve their profession
well if they investigate and explain them for their own ben-
efit and the benefit of their contemporaries, and successors.

The large number of conferences dedicated to case history
presentation attests to shared experience as a fundamental
characteristic of the geotechnical profession. For engineers
to make a mistake in the first place does not necessarily
mean they are poor engineers. To make the same mistake
twice means they have not learned from experience. Few
problems have not already been encountered in the past; it
is case histories that provide the means for avoiding them in
the future. The history of successes can also be instructive,
but that of failures often have greater import. O
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