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“Aim for the Sky, But Keep Your Feet on the Ground”

This talk is based on a recent invited commentary for the American Physical Society Physics Magazine (see
https://physics.aps.org/articles/vl4/52). An all-too-common view is that for the foreseeable future, African
countries should focus their efforts almost exclusively on education, rather than on research. The argument is that
if we get the fundamentals right, we will eventually produce a critical mass of quality graduates who will go on to
make important contributions to society. And when it comes to driving innovation, governments in the developing
world, with their limited resources, are expected to invest mostly in applied research, with the scientific agenda set
primarily by the quest to find solutions to the practical problems facing their populations.

It is obviously important that African countries prioritize education and support applied research, but not
exclusively. | argue that it would be a grave mistake to do that in the absence of an excellent fundamental research
agenda. Unless African countries aim for the highest levels of scientific research excellence within a milieu of
unfettered inquiry, the continent will continue to languish on the treadmill of poverty and inequality. By striving for
open-ended, curiosity-driven research, we will be better placed to harness the benefits of education and to
stimulate innovation. While being attentive to our problems on the ground, we must aim for the sky. (Picture: Chetty
speaking at the opening of the HESS-II telescope in Namibia in September 2012).
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