
by Marion Erpelding 

Hello from outside the lab!

Isn't it ironic that while I keep complaining about physicists' lack of political culture, I had 
never – until recently – hear about this article?

It's actually perfect to start this newsletter. As I make my way outside the lab, I keep being 
startled by how narrow my perspective is: as an academic physicist, I was spending way too 
little time exploring what people were up to in philosophy, social sciences and the 
humanities. Better late than never. I am slowly, modestly, trying to do so now.

Outside the lab is about the process. I'll be sharing some of the things I read, watch, listen to 
and learn along the way.

I am hoping to hear from you too: don't hesitate to hit "reply"! Let us start a conversation – 
from wherever you are, what do sciences and humanities look like? What can we learn from 
each other?

Here is what inspired me and caught my attention the past month: an old political text by 
Albert Einstein, a podcast "about the people who consume, produce, and apply science", and 
a note to the Swedish Ministry of Education and Research about the importance of research 
in the humanities.

http://alpha-angle.com/more-about-marion
http://humtank.se/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/underlag_foprop_humtank.pdf
http://boldsignalspodcast.tumblr.com/
http://monthlyreview.org/2009/05/01/why-socialism/
http://monthlyreview.org/2009/05/01/why-socialism/
http://www.alpha-angle.com/


Something I read lately

| EINSTEIN | 

I remember being greatly impressed by Einstein's clarity when I read his small 
popularization book on Relativity as a physics student. I was, once again, when reading 
Why Socialism?. Published in the inaugural issue of the Monthly Review in May 1949, this 
short essay is easy to read and interesting in many ways.

In the first few paragraphs, Einstein points out the similarities and differences between 
natural and social sciences. He argues about the limitations of the former when it comes to 
tackling human problems.

Follows a clear, concise and informative description of the capitalist system of production. 
Fabrice, the other half of Alpha Angle, has been working on adapting a few paragraphs into 
a video (in French).

The text ends with Einstein's arguments in favor of socialism. It makes me smile to think 
that we are so prone to cite Einstein as a reference in matters of knowledge and wisdom, 
often without knowing that he had such radical political views – wouldn't we suddenly cry 
out at fallacious appeals to authority if someone were to argue that socialism is good 
"because Einstein said so"? Interesting. But I digress!

In addition to clarifying many concepts for a non-expert audience, this text shows that one 
can be the greatest physicist in the world and be interested in taking part in the political 
debate. While some of you may not see any contradiction here, I'm sure it may come as a 
surprise to many a physicist, who is often ignorant and sometimes disdainful of all things 
political. And, come on, if not Einstein, who could convince a recalcitrant physicist?

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Monthly_Review
http://monthlyreview.org/2009/05/01/why-socialism/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mgqM6xeZHNM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E4V221YmioA
http://alpha-angle.com/about/more-about-fabrice


Something I've been listening to 

| PODCASTS | 

While I was busy drawing and designing this brand new set of greeting cards, I listened to a 
lot of podcast episodes, switching from arts and crafts to politics, history, science, design, 
cooking, or living in the woods, depending on the mood!

I'm curious to hear, do you have a favorite show to recommend?

Here is one about science that I greatly enjoy: Bold Signals, a podcast about the people who 
consume, produce, and apply science. Its host John Borghi has also just started a great 
weekly newsletter compiling links about (neuro)science and science communication 
selected with a sharp critical eye. I'm a reader!

Something From Our Corner Of The World

| MARGINAL UTILITY | 
In keeping with the theme of the place of science, the Swedish think tank Humtank just 
released a note (in Swedish) about the importance of strengthening research in the 
humanities. It provides good examples of questions that only these disciplines can formulate 
and answer, and stresses the importance of maintaining a strong curiosity-driven basic 
research activity alongside the development of applied research. 

http://humtank.se/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/underlag_foprop_humtank.pdf
http://humtank.se/in-english/
http://tinyletter.com/BoldSignals
https://about.me/JohnBorghi
http://boldsignalspodcast.tumblr.com/
http://alphaangle.tictail.com/product/set-of-5-cards


The document, that was handed to the 
Minister for Higher Education and Research 
Helene Hellmark Knutsson as part of the 
preparation of the upcoming bill on research, 
also points out that the humanities are severely 
underfunded compared to natural sciences. 
Humtank cleverly (and somewhat 
maliciously?) argues that this disparity makes 
humanities the research areas with the greatest 
social benefit potential per invested Swedish 
krona. It is, as they say, a trivial matter of 
marginal utility to understand that the impact 
of each additional Krona is expected be lower 
and lower for already well-financed Big 
Science areas.

But the social benefits of research, Humtank insists, "do not have to be material or monetary 
outcomes. They often lie in a knowledge input". I couldn't agree more! As most researchers 
know, though, it's far from easy to defend this idea while still looking convincing to the 
funding bodies. If you ask me, Humtank is doing a great job on both fronts here.

One Last Thing - I need your help to grow this newsletter. Please forward it to friends or 
colleagues who may be interested, and encourage them to sign up. I would also love to hear 
what you think about this edition and what you'd like to read about in the future.

Thank you so much for reading,

Marion
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