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How I Work as womﬁ and Scientist
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ing that unity? C.P. Snow pointed out many
in his “Two Cuitures.” 1 would add the
philosophical intolerance of my straw-man
scientist, setting up reductionism as the only
way to understand a world that patently ad-
mits alternative solutions lo everything ex-
cepl what goes on during the scientist’s
working hours. Scientists also have a ten-
dency to falsely attribute simplicily to the
humanities ("“1f a freshman class can discuss
free will, there can't be much substance in
philosophy —it's just talk.”}).

To be fair, the artist’s faults are also easily
perceived: an unwillingness lo work a little
to learn the language necessary for under-
standing in science, and a failure to recog-
~ nize Lhat science is often st common sense

mathematicized.

Perhaps unity and division—the some-
times tense, sometimes complementary,
sometimes merging dialogue between art
and science~—is by itsell an element of aes-
thetics. [ have no problem doing (or trying
to do) both science and poetry. Both emerge
from my attempt lo understand the universe
around me, from my own personal affection
for communicating, tesching what I've
learned, and from my infatuation with lan-
guage—the English language, as well as
other languages that geopolitical sccidents
have thrust into my bead. 1 love words—
their definitions and origins, their relation-
ship Lo each other. the power thev have over

us, their obvious ability to transmit meaning
in the face of an inherent circularity in their
definitions.

It seems obvious to me to use words as
best 1 can in teaching myself and my co-
workers. Some call that research. Or to in-
struct others in what I've learned myself, in
ever-widening circles of audience. Some call
that teaching. The words are important in
science, as much ss we might deny it, as
much as we might claim that they just rep-

_resent some undertying material reality.

It seems equally obvious to me that I
should marshal words Lo try to write poetry.
1 write poetry to penetrate Lhe world around
me. and to comprebend my reactions to .

Some of the poems are about science, some
not. ] don’t stress the science poems over the
others because acience is only one part of my
life. Yet there are several reasons to welcome
more poetry that deals with science.

Around the time of the Industrial Revolu-
tion—perhaps in reaction to it, perhaps for
other reasons—science and its language left
poetry. Nature and the personal became the
main playground of the poet. That's too bad
for both scientists and poets, but it leaves
lota of open ground for those of us who can
move between the two. If one can write po-
etry about being a lumberjack, why not
about being a scientist? It's experience, a
way of life. It's exciting.

The language of science is a language un-
der stress. Words are being made (o describe
things that seem indescribsble in words—
equations, chemical structures and so forth.
Words don't, cannot mean all that they
stand for, yet they are all we have to describe
experience. By being a natural language un-
der Lension, the language of science is inher-
ently poetic. There is metaphor aplenty in
science. Emotions emerge shaped as states
of matter and, more interestingly, matter
acls out what goes on in the soul.

One thing is certainly not true: that scien-
tists have some greater insight into the
workings of nature than poets. Interestingly,
I find that many humanists deep down feel
that scientists have such inner knowledge
that is barred to them. Perhaps we scientists
do. but in such carefully circumscribed
pieces of the universe! Poetry soars, all
around the tangible, in deep dark, through a
world we reveal and make. B
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