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WORKING LIFE 

From physics to revolution and back 

Lui Lam 

As a boy, I was not interested in science; I was interested in girls. Upon graduating from high school in Hong Kong, I did 

not particularly want to work in science; I just wanted a job, because I rarely left the dinner table with my stomach full. 

For graduate school, I went to Columbia University with a scholarship. There, I was surrounded by Nobel laureates—

Isidor Isaac Rabi, Polykarp Kusch, Tsung-Dao Lee—and laureates-in-waiting: James Rainwater, Jack Steinberger, Leon 

Lederman. The most important moment in my physics education was when I noticed Lee standing next to me in the men's 

room, peeing. Nobel laureates are ordinary people, I learned, just like you and me. At Columbia, I was influenced by the 

student antiwar movement and the Cultural Revolution that was raging in China. I and several others (including Peter 

Kwong, now at Hunter College, and Jean Quan, who would become the mayor of Oakland, California) started the 

Chinatown Food Co-op; our aim was to “serve the people.” I wasn't interested in solving small problems; I wanted to save 

the world, to return to China and join the revolution.

I finally made it in 1978, at the 

beginning of the country's “reform and 

opening up” movement. I was assigned 

to do physics at the Chinese Academy 

of Sciences' Institute of Physics. In 

China, the spring of 1978 is called 

“Science Spring” because for 10 years 

science had come to a virtual halt. 

Basic science was banned. My 

colleagues and I resumed the work 

with great enthusiasm; if China was in 

ruins, we figured, the best option was 

to fix it. I helped open the door to the 

West, discovering bowlics—a type of 

liquid crystal—and publishing the first 

paper by mainland-only authors ever to 

appear in Physical Review Letters. 

 

 

 “I wanted to save the world, to return to China and join the revolution.” 

ILLUSTRATION: ROBERT NEUBECKER

We did not have journals—only copies of journals—and there was just one Chinese-made copying machine in the 

institute, which broke down every half hour or so. Everything was scarce, including tofu and writing paper, but we were 

not troubled by the minimal calories available to fuel us. We worked diligently, day and night, except on Sundays. 

Sundays were for washing clothes, by hand. 

China started sending scientists to the West—many to the United States—as visiting scholars and to international 

conferences. Among China's billion people were dozens of notable physicists, but the number of excellent ones was 

smaller; I was the only government-approved doctoral mentor in liquid crystal physics. Physics research can't be learned 

properly by reading books or papers; it should be learned by working alongside masters. China did have a few masters—

those who had been trained in the West before 1949—but they were all busy establishing institutes or working on the 

atomic bomb. 

Today, China is making progress scientifically, but there is still some distance to go. The Cultural Revolution sacrificed a 

whole generation of scientists. Among all the problems this created, it led to a scarcity of experts who could act as 

academic judges. Qualitative assessment was replaced by counting papers—a poor substitute. The damage lingers. 

Lately, and happily, China's priorities have shifted toward innovation. Innovation is not easy, though, in a culture that for 

2000 years has prided itself on taking the middle course in everything, for the sake of harmony and stability. It's the 

opposite of the Socratic method that's at the heart of Western science. Great scientists like Galileo show that breakthroughs 

can be made even in environments that emphasize orthodoxy—but then no one was counting Galileo's papers. China has 

very good scientists, but the country needs to find its way of doing innovative science. 

After 6 years, I left China and returned to the United States—not for scientific or political reasons, or due to material want, 

but for family. During a visit to the United States with our daughter, my wife announced that she intended to stay. Forced 

to choose between the motherland and a daughter, I chose my daughter. I left China on good terms. 

Lui Lam, professor at San Jose State University in California, now works on humanities and complex systems. For more on life 
and careers, visit sciencecareers.org. Send your story to SciCareerEditor@aaas.org. 



Lui Lam published first 
paper on Histophysics,
combining a humanities 
discipline with physics

2002



22nd International Congress of History of Science

Maria Burguete
July 29, 2005
Friendship Hotel, Beijing

2005 July

Beijing, China

Lui met Maria



2006 March

Portugal 

Foz da Arelho                                          Vila Galé

Lui visited Maria



The Two Cultures and The Real World

L. Lam

The Pantaneto Forum, Issue 24 (2006)
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• First scimat conference

• Scimat Program begins

• “Everything in Nature is part of science”

• In particular, human-related matters 
(humanities and social science) should be and 
could be studied scientifically--based on 

Lam’s analysis of the two culture problem in 2006, 
i.e., 

Humanities are science matters !

2007 May

Ericeira, Portugal
No. 1



Scimat (Science Matters, 人科) is a new multidiscipline that deals 

with the science of humans. It aims to raise the scientific level of the 

humanities by encouraging collaboration between humanists and 

natural scientists.

Science Matters 

Science = Natural science

= science of nonhuman systems + science of humans

humanities + social science + medical science

Science Matters

Scimat Website: www.sjsu.edu/people/lui.lam/scimat  



International Science Matters Committee

ISMC (established May 30, 2007, starting with 9 members)

To promote the scimat idea and push the International Scimat Program

Aim

President, International Union 
of History and Philosophy of 
Science (2009-2013)

Author, Cognitive 
Science, Literature 
and the Arts

Ex-President, European 
Academy of Sciences 
Arts & Letters

Columnist, 
Scientific 
American; 
Editor, 
Skeptic
Magazine

President, British Society 
for Philosophy of Science 
(1993-1995) 

Nobel Laureate 
(2005)

Publisher of 
World Scientific

1. Manuel Bicho (Portugal)

2.  Peter Broks (UK) 

3.  Maria Burguete (Portugal) 

4.  João Caraça (Portugal)

5.  Paul Caro (France)

6.  Jean-Patrick Connerade (UK/France)

7.  Patrick Hogan (USA) 

8.  Brigitte Hoppe (Germany)

9.  Lui Lam (USA), Coordinator 

10. Bing Liu (China)

11. Dun Liu (China)      

12. John Onians (UK) Father of Neuroarthistory

13. David Papineau (UK) 

14.  Kok Khoo Phua (Singapore)

15. Nigel Sanitt (UK)

16. Ivo Schneider (Germany)

17. Michael Shermer (USA)

18. Robin Warren (Australia)
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World Scientific: Science Matter Series, book 1
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World Scientific: Science Matter Series, book 2
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Lisbon, Portugal

World Scientific: Science Matter Series, book 3

2014

No. 3



World Scientific: Science Matters Seris, 3 books
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Porto, Portugal
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Pantaneto Press

Scimat (Science Matters) is the new multidiscipline that deals with the science

of humans. It aims to raise the scientific level of the humanities by encouraging

interaction between humanists and natural scientists.

This book Humanities As Science Matters derives from the fourth international

scimat conference of the same title, held in O’Porto, Portugal, in October 2013.

It presents new developments in four humanities disciplines—history,

philosophy, arts and sociology—as they are related to science. The

interdisciplinarity is well portrayed in this volume which contains 11 chapters

written by 12 expert humanists and scientists. We believe a new era of scientific

knowledge is emerging with a new and unified perspective of the humanities

(history, philosophy and arts in particular) in a unique multidiscipline called

Scimat.

Maria Burguete is a scientist at Bento da Rocha Cabral Institute in Portugal.

She has published 9 scientific books, 7 poetry books and over 30 scientific

papers mostly in history and philosophy of science. She and Lui Lam started

The Scimat Program in 2007. Since 2010 she is a corresponding member of

the European Academy of Sciences, Arts & Letters founded in Paris in 1980.

Hauke Riesch is a lecturer in sociology at Brunel University London, where he

researches on the public understanding of science, philosophy of science,

environmental and energy policy. As a member of the newly created Brunel

Centre for Comedy Studies Research, he has decided to do something fun for

a change and look at the links between humour and science.

S C I M A T  S E R I E S

2016

Pantaneto Press: Scimat Series, book 1
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San Jose, USA

The Scimat Program: Towards a Better Humanity

Maria Burguete1 and Lui Lam2

1 Rocha Cabral Scientific Research Institute, Lisbon, Portugal
2 Department of Physics and Astronomy, San Jose State University, San Jose, CA 95192-0106, USA

Scimat (Science Matters), the new discipline initiated by Lui Lam in 2007/2008 [1, 2], 

treats all human-dependent matters as part of science. It thus includes all the topics in the 

humanities and social science. Scimat results from two recognitions: (1) Humans are a 

material system (made up of atoms); (2) Science is the study of Nature which includes all 

material systems (without appealing to God or any supernatural) [3]. The tradition of 

treating everything in the universe, human and non-human systems, from a unified 

perspective—starting with Aristotle and continued until the Renaissance—was broken 

with the rise of modern science in the last 400 years. Concerted efforts to revive this 

tradition happened from time to time and failed with one exception: the Enlightenment

(1688-1789) with the aim to create a “science of man” succeeds in ushering in social 

science (Economics) but fails in turning the humanities into a science. It is an effort 

interrupted, partly due to insufficient understanding of the human system. The Scimat

Program, started by Maria Burguete and Lui Lam in 2007, is the latest international effort 

to revive the Aristotle tradition of a unified knowledge…

AAAS 2015 Annual Meeting, San Jose, California, Feb. 12-16, 2015
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Cascais, Portugal
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2017

No. 5



2017 Oct

Cascais, Portugal
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Newton (1687)

Nonhuman systems

Human system

1798-1857

Enlightenment

Galileo (1610)

Auguste Comte (Sociology, 1844)

Scimat (2007/2008)

Arabs Dark Age

Renaissance

Condorset (Progress of the Human Mind ,1795) 

Aristotle (384 BC-322 BC)

Thales (c. 624 BC-c. 546 BC)

Adam Smith (Economics, 1776; The Wealth of Nations)

1723-1790 1743-1794

Charles Darwin (On the Origin of Species ,1859) 

1809-1882

Einstein
(1905/1915)

Vienna Circle 

Humanism movement

A brief history of secular knowledge 



Wednesday Enlightenment, Vienna Circle, The Humanism Movement

9:40-10:40 John Christie Science, Secularism and Enlightenment: Then and Now

11:10-12:10 Claudine Cohen Jean-Jacques Rousseau on Bettering Humanity: Music, 
Politics and Education

14:00-15:00 Manuel Mota Bettering Humanity through Biology

15:00-16:00 Annette Vogt The Vienna Circle and the Role of Positivism

16:30-17:30 Jean-Patrick Connerade The Contribution of British Atheist Reformers in the XIXth
Century

17:30-18:00 Lui Lam The Humanism Movement

Thursday Scimat Approach

9:00-10:00 Miguel Pais Bettering Humanity through Arts

10:00-11:00 Lui Lam Bettering Humanity: The Scimat Approach

11:30-12:30 Cristina Jimenez The Bilderberg Club from 1954 to 2017

Friday Other Science Matters

9:00-10:00 Florentin Bosse Letters Matters, Bibliotherapy and Mathematics

10:30-11:30 Xiaomei Liu Ancient Silk Roads and the Impact and Aspiration on 
Humanity

14:00-15:00 Nigel Sanitt The Eye in Ideas: Culture, Curiosity & Communication in 
Scientific Discovery    


