An Applied Mathematician’s Apology

Numerical analysts are tasked with solving these too, and
scientists and engineers use our methods all the time.

Newton, Euler, and Gauss were outstanding numerical
analysts back in an era when it was self-evident that part of the
business of mathematicians was to calculate things. But the
landscape has changed since then, with other branches of
mathematics appearing and flourishing to a degree unimaginable
in those days. Nowadays, most leading mathematicians have
little interest in calculation, which they avoid by habit and may
disdain as unimportant in principle. They work on other things,
and no paper by a researcher like me would appear in a top journal
like Annals of Mathematics. Meanwhile numerical analysis
thrives separately, and of course, we have plenty of journals of
our own. Demographically we are big, accounting for perhaps
5% of academic mathematicians, and in impact on science and
technology we are enormous.

My personal good fortune has been remarkable. I hold what
is arguably the most visible chair in my field in the world, the
Professorship of Numerical Analysis at the University of Oxford.
This big mathematics department lists 100 professors on the web
site and is generally rated in the top group along with Harvard,
MIT, Stanford, Berkeley, Cambridge, and Princeton. None of
those other universities has a chair in Numerical Analysis, but

Oxford does, and since 1997, the Professor of Numerical Analysis
has been me. Our Numerical Analysis Group has been a leader
in the subject in Britain since its founding in the 1960s and is well
known around the world. I personally am well known, too, author
of widely read textbooks and technical papers, Fellow of the
Royal Society, former President of the Society for Industrial and
Applied Mathematics (SIAM), winner of big prizes and honorary
degrees. I am a fellow of Balliol College, founded in the days of
Kublai Khan.

Obviously this is a success story, and indeed, it could hardly
be better. It doesn’t sound like the profile of one who feels
disconnected from his discipline. So what is going on?
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