


Prof. Jerzy Duszyński, President of the Polish Academy of Sciences

Academia: Let's start back at the begin
ning. You graduated from the University
of Warsaw at just 22 years old, and
you also earned your doctorate quite
quickly. What motivated you to become
a scientist?
Jerzy Duszyński: I am from Warsaw,
from the first postwar generation, which
witnessed Poland, or more specifically
Warsaw, lying in ruins. I remember seeing
a field of rubble on the route from the
Żoliborz district to downtown. I remember
bomb craters behind my school. I remem
ber buildings on Marszałkowska Street
with bare apartment walls exposed on
the upper floors. And how nearly every
house was pockmarked with bullet holes.
I took a great interest in science already
in my school years. The library was then
an important placeJor me - both the one
at school, and the one in the Żoliborz
cultural center, near my home at ul.
Suzina 3. After graduating from Lelewel
High School (I have grateful memories of
my school teachers, especially Ms. Anna
Radziwiłł), I became an undergraduate
at the University ofWarsaw. After earning
my diploma I started research work at the
Nencki Institute ofExperimental Biology,
and I have remained affiliated with the in
stitute ever since. I chose biology as afield
that seemed to hold the greatest hopes of
breakthrough discoveries just waiting to
be made. Those hopes have indeed come
true, and are still coming true. I have been
a witness to - and also a humble par
ticipant in - the molecular revolution in
biology, a whole series ofgreat discoveries
in biochemistry.

Who was your mentor?
Prof Lech Wojtczak, an outstanding bio
chemist, a pioneer in biochemical ener
getics in Poland. Being lucky enough to
have an exceptional mentor is a great
gift offate.

What dreams did you have at the outset
of your research career?
I wanted to work as a scientist, to discov
er something important, to make a name
Jor myself in thefield. Ifound the idea of
travelling abroad to attend conferences,
to stay as a guest researcher, an entic-

ing prospect. It was quite hard to travel
abroad in those days. And indeed, right
after earning my doctorate I went to stay
as a visiting researcher in the United
States, then later France.

How do the opportunities you had when
getting started in science compare to
those that young people have today?
Research work is very attractiveJorpeople
who have a passion Jor discovery, Jor
investigatingand studying things. There is
a small number of them in every society.
They devote themselves to their passion,
frequentlyforgoing manypractical aspects
of life. The number of individuals who go
to university has risen several-fold com
pared to mystudentyears. We can say that
the impassioned science-lovers have be
comegreatly "diluted" among less scieniii
ically motivated people. Today's programs
ofstudy are also more geared towards the
mass-scale undergraduate or doctorate
student. I got my start in the times when
it was not seen as fitting to talk about a
"career" in research, as it could get one
labeled as a "careerist," something very
pejorative. My answer to your question is
therefore this: doing science is now more
of a mass-scale phenomenon, scientists
operate with a greater awareness on the
global scale, and the notion ofa scientific
career is already well-accepted, although
there are likewise more "careerists" in
today's research world.

Is there now more competition?
Yes, as we are now working more in the
global dimension. We find out about
achievements made by our colleagues
much more quickly Sometimes they an
nounce results which we are close to
achieving ourselves, or even more dra
matically, results we are already working
on writing up. This is because of the
disappearance of the Iron Curtain, the
increasedfreedom ofmovement and ease
ofcommunication, and the Internet.

How can today's young people be per
suaded that science is a good option?
Doing science is an impassioned kind
of work, offering greatfreedom to blaze
one's own professional path. It is an intel-
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lectual adventure, involving a constantly 
changing subject, so there is no getting 
stuck in routine. 

What does your experience in research
work tell you about holding the post of
President of the Academy?
First and foremost, that in order to per 
form well we have to set ourselves pri 
orities. For this term of office, I have set 
three objectives: fostering greater scien 
tific excellence, ensuring openness, and 
cutting down on the sense of "celebrity," 
which means flattening the status hier 
archies and creating an atmosphere of 
team partnership. 

How do you want to pursue the first
goal?
It is a long process, firstly because funding 
for science is on a very low level in Poland, 
and secondly because our science is high 
ly compartmentalized. Let me mention 
that i recently had the chance to talk to 
the head of the Max Planck Society, and 
I asked him what limits the number of 
institutes. He said that there were mainly 
two limiting factors: the budget, and the 
number of scientifically talented people 
available in the fields where the Society 
recruits staff. Both that budget and those 
fields are an order of magnitude larg 
er than ours. Judging by the standards 
of the Max Planck Society, our country 
can afford about ten Polish Academy of 
Sciences institutes, and also, judging by 
general German standards, a few state 
universities. But getting back to scientific 
excellence, in the first stage it is important 
to promote outstanding papers published 
in very good international journals. And 
despite what some might think, this does 
not just apply to the "harder" sciences: in 
the humanities and social sciences, as 
welt, efforts need to be made to ensure 
that publications are, to the extent possi 
ble, written in English and published in 
good international journals. That is the 
right direction. We should not have any 
inferiority complex here - we contribute a 
lot of novelties to world science and as an 
important EU country we are interesting 
to the foreign audience. They are curious 
about us, our history, our society, and 

what is currently happening here in our 
country. We need to realize that the cost of 
making a very good achievement is com 
parable to the financial outlays needed to 
fund poorer, secondary work. Given the 
limits on funding, it is a shame to engage 
in the latter. Change in the scientific do 
main proceeds relatively slowly, particular 
ly on the level of research institutions. This 
is because of a certain natural inertia, but 
also because such reform is like doing 
an operation on a Living organism I feel 
that attention should be paid to a trend 
towards increasing the ratio of good and 
very good publications coming out of each 
individual research unit, as compared 
to mediocre and poor ones. Institutions 
that very clearly promote such a favorable 
trend should be rewarded. Not only those 
starting from a strong Level, but also 
those beginning the process from weaker 
starting points. Numerous units in Poland 
would then be moving towards excellence. 
I feel that would be favorable. 

The results of the National Science
Center's ETIUDA 2 and FUGA 4 com
petitions were recently announced. Of
the 147 winners, 28 work at the Polish
Academy of Sciences. Is that a lot, or
not a lot?

I feel that is a very good indicator of 
the excellence of the Polish Academy of 
Sciences. 

But Polish researchers rarely win, for
instance, grants from the European
Research Council.
That is linked to the lack of pressure for 
excellence in science in Poland. Since 
the first edition of those grants in 200 7 
only a Jew researchers working in Poland 
have managed to secure one, and now 
there is a downward trend. What needs 
to be done? Above all, we need to strongly 
reward the winning of such a grant, 
both on the individual level (for instance, 
by awarding a National Science Center 
grant automatically after an ERG grant 
is won) and on the institutional Level (for 
instance, awarding a research unit a lot 
of points in its evaluation Jor having an 
ERG grant winner among its staff). We 

need to learn from others who win grants. 
The countries that fare well in the ERG 
competitions have whole systems worked 
out for selecting people who stand good 
chances of winning funding, then pro 
moting them, aiding them in writing their 
applications and helping them present 
their achievements. It is not the case that 
these people win such grants on their 
own. They have a big support system and 
we need to build a similar one in Poland. 
The National Contact Point affiliated with 
one of the PAS institutes is very helpful 
here. But the Academy and other research 
institutions should be even more active in 
this direction. 

Your second objective is openness.
By which I mean spreading information 
about research achievements and con 
stantly trying to persuade society and 
decision-makers - who still very rarely 
approach us Jor ex.pert opinions - that ex 
pert knowledge is crucial for the country's 
development. The energy sector, vaccina 
tions, the system of education - without 
people who are well-oriented about how 
things stand elsewhere in the world, who 
study such issues scientificallr, the future 
cannot be planned properly. Because good 
science is the basis of innovation, but also 
rational, well-considered strategic state de 
cisions. We have to change something on 
this issue that is harming us terribly: the 
conviction that science is an eternal clash 
between two extreme opposing views. 
Someone maintains that CM Os are useful, 
others that they can kill. That discussion 
may indeed continue, but it is important 
to point out that 99% of scientists feel that 
at this point there is no strong evidence 
Jor the latter view. And vaccinations? We 
will always be able to find people who 
argue that they are harmful, but the vast 
majority of scientists have taken a clear 
stance on this: if we do not vaccinate our 
children we will be in terrible trouble, 
because once-defeated diseases will reap 
pear. Things are similar in terms of CO2 
emissions - reductions will be a necessity 
in Poland sooner or later, and so we have 
to use sensible persuasion and prepare Jor 
generating energy by means other than 
coal. Our role is to sar, at the very least, 
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that atomic power plants do entail certain
dangers, but they are smaller than those
entailed by traditionalforms ofenergy pro
duction. A center presenting alternative
and energy-efficient technologies opened
in the Warsaw suburb ofJabłonna in au
tumn of2015, set up in affiliation with the
Institute of Fluid-Row Madunery, Polisłi
Academy ofSciences.

The Polish Academy of Sciences should
speak with one voice. Is that possible?
Yes. There are predominant currents,
paradigms, opinions. Thefact that some
researchers might be found within the
Academy who do not agree with them
is a good thing. That's the nature of
science. But science should above all
be based on experimental results and
observations published in the scientific
literature, on opinions expressed by
the top specialists. And so if anyone
has a different opinion, they will have
to try to demonstrate its credibility, for
instance by publishing an article in a
well-renowned Journal. Then, perhaps,
they might trigger a revolution in our
understanding of a certain important
issue. But for the time being we are
talking about dominant views. In my
opinion it is very important to instill a
conviction that science can indeed take
a clear stance on certain issues.

Getting the right information, the full
story out to people is important, as
was shown by an article we published
in Academia magazine no. 1/2014
about shale gas ("Tapping Deep into
Public Emotions"), written by a geolo
gist, Dr. Magdalena Sidorczuk, and a
sociologist, Dr. Piotr Stankiewicz. The
research they cite indicates that society
actually knows so little about the topic
that people are opposed to it "just in
case:' The situation was similar in the
case of a Polish law dealing with the
experimental use of animals - there was
talk about their suffering, but almost no
one explained how important a role they
play and why in many situations other
methods cannot be used.
The latter case is also the fault of the me
dia, which likes to report bloody stories.
ft should have been explained to people
that excellent pain medications, which
work in very complex ways, cannot be
created Jor patients sufferingfrom cancer,
Jor instance, without first being tested on
animals. Unless we decide that we will not
be creating new drugs and rest satisfied
with the way things are now, with what we
have now. Scientists are voicing their opin
ions, but their voice is not getting heard.
One analytical article in a newspaper will
not make much of a difference. I want to
change that state ofaffairs.

What else do you consider important to
change?
Modern science is advancing through
teamwork. Research infrastructure is of
course important as a place where hard
ware is concentrated, but also where
teams of specialists can interact. There
are of course fields of science in which
individual-scale efforts remain dominant
- in many fields of the humanities, Jor
instance philosophy But in the natural
sciences, teamwork and interdisciplinary
approaches are now yielding good re
sults. In Poland we have our work cut out
for us here. In many domains of social
life, the priority is placed on combatting
pathologies. Suspicion flourishes and
that gets transferred into the realm of
science. Pathologies of course do need
to be combatted, but the whole system
cannot be focused on that; but on pro
moting what is good. People floutisłi and
are creative in an atmosphere of trust.
At the same time, certain ethical rules,
clearly set standards, need to be in force.
Anything and everything that violates
those standards needs to be eliminated
- succumbing to pressure, plagiarizing,
claiming someone else's work, voicing
unfair opinions. The Polisłi Academy
of Sciences has to prioritize implement
ing the standards of a wellfunctioning
scientific community. There is an ethics
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committee affiliated with the Academy;
whose scope of activity covers the whole
realm ofscience in Poland.

Can we imagine a Polish science land 
scape without the Polish Academy of 
Sciences? 
Our minds are capable of imagining
anything. But many of the Academy's
institutes are the country's leading cen
ters, pursuing extraordinarily import
ant research tasks. Effecting some kind
of abrupt change here would be detri
mental. Science is particularly in need
of stability and long-term prospects.
When countries take good care of their
academies - such as Germany (the Max
Planck Society) and France (the CNRS)
- they demonstrate that they have en
lightened science policies. When they
turn their academy upside-down, like in
the Russian Federation, they show that
the opposite is true.

Sometimes one gets the impression 
that the Polish Academy of Sciences is 

a fortress that comes under heavy fire 
every so often. 
At a time when there is a shortfall offund
ing, coming underfire is something natu
ral But the attacks against the Academy
could definitely be mitigated, for instance
through greater openness to science in
general. Researchers should band togeth
er to pursue group projects. But the poor
flow of personnel between Polish institu

tions is a problem and a barrier. ft should
be the case, after all, that researchers
from universities come work Jor a time
at the Polish Academy of Sciences and
vice-versa. indeed, such is the practice
at the PAS institute ofMathematics and
the respective faculty at the University of
Warsaw, Jor instance, as well as at the
Academy institutes in Poznań and the uni
versities in the city. This practice is benefi
cial to the research skills ofour university
colleagues, giving them a chance to enter
a new environment, experience a new
perspective and tofocus on research work
Jor a certain period of time, and it gives
Academy employees a chance to develop
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their passionfor teaching. As a result, the
caliber of both research and teaching in
the country is improved.

Different groups have been voicing opin 
ions about how the Polish Academy of 
Sciences should be reformed. Are there 
some of their recommendations that you 
consider sensible? 
Ofcourse. Above all i believe that most of
the circles criticizing theAauiemy, such as
the "Citizens ofAcademia" movement and
the Polish Young Academy; wish nothing
but the bestfor Polish science and want
it to continually improve. Many of their
recommendations are welljounded. But
not everything can be done straightaway.
Reform needs to be systematic. Sudden
change will disrupt the entire system of
research in Poland.

You have announced the end of "celeb 
ńty" at the Academy. Why? 
Because i remember being pleasantly
surprised to discover how in the United
States, the professor leading a research
team would be on a first-name basis
with all the team members. And that is
the way things are all over the world.
in Poland, a detrimental kind offeu
dalism still prevails, with a fear that
being on a first-name basis will under
mine the sense of respect. in fact, true
respect cannot be created through titles
alone, and it cannot be undermined by
familiarforms ofaddress. A team lead
er earns respectJor what kind ofperson
he or she is, how he or she behaves. By
treating the team with respect, asking
them Jor instance Jor their opinion on
certain issues, rather than taking an
authoritarian approach. At the "Polish
Scientific Networks" conference this
year, Prof Andrzej Blikle delivered an
inaugural address in which he spoke
about how a weil-functiorung company
does not have a boss and subordinates,
but rather a team of collaborators. ff
that is somethingfundamental in busi
ness, it is all the more so in science. ■

Interview by Anna Zawadzka
and Katarzyna Czarnecka,
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