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Het is altijd fijn wanneer je op een symposium verrast wordt. En verrast werd ik zeker door Mikhail 

Katsnelson. Door zijn verschijning, zijn optreden en zijn verhaal. En door zijn slotzin: I don't have 

any answers, but I think these questions are important to ask. 

 

 What does the public expect of us, scientists? That we understand things, or that we can use things? 

If we don't know whether the problem is solvable or not, it's science. If we know it's solvable, and 

we're looking for an optimum, it's technology. 

 

And understanding is not the same as knowledge. A football player may use his intuition to score the 

perfect goal and doesn't have the knowledge I have of Newton's ideas. Richard Feynman once said 'I 

think I can safely say that nobody understands quantum physics'.  

 

More than 99,9 % of new things exists of just combining old ideas. Only 0,1 % is really new, and has 

more often than not the highest social impact. But nobody knows how to invent new ideas, they just 

come.  

 

It is impossible to tell what we are doing since we don't know ourselves. So then what? Leave us in 

our ivory towers to do what we want? Trust us, we're smart, we know what to do? The medieval guild 

system won't work in our society. Convince people that we are useful? Well, we are, but in a 

complicated and unpredictable way.  

 

The run for space wasn't ignited by sound ideas, but by a Russian teacher, Konstantin Tsiolkovsky, 

who believed in physical immortality and the resurrection of the dead and was convinced Earth would 

not supply us with enough space, so space travels were needed.  

 

Science changed by the Manhattan project, developing the atomic bomb. Science became a mass 

occupation. It completely changed the relationship between science and society. Read Kurt 

Vonnegut's Cat's Cradle. 

 

I was trained in Sverdlovsk, Ural. Why did we have so many brilliant mathematicians, physicists and 

chemists? Because bright minds couldn't do anything else. The Bolsheviks had destroyed the 

Humanities. 

 

Science is necessary for the survival of humankind. But in the face of disasters we run the risk of once 

again becoming the oracles that we were in medieval times and that is simply too much responsibility 

to carry.  

 

So ask yourselves not what, but why. I don't have any answers, but I think these are important 

questions to ask. 

 

See his slides at http://www.theorphys.science.ru.nl/people/katsnelson/Wageningen_Katsnelson.pdf  


