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Introduction 

 

There’s something strange about ideas. Or more specific, there’s something strange 

about the academic discourse on ideas. Insofar there is such a ‘discourse on ideas’, 

it seems highly fragmented, imprecise and incomplete. 

Certainly, the history of philosophy can be seen as a long-lasting and extensive 

search for meaningful ideas. There are several books and volumes about ‘the 

history of ideas’ (Lovejoy, Watson e.a.). Great thinkers like Plato, Descartes, Locke, 

Leibniz and Hegel elaborated on ideas and about their meaning and impact. In a 

way science as such can be considered as the grand project of mankind to develop 

ideas and frames which are most persuasive, or correspond best to physical and 

human reality. Scientists developed ideas on physics, ideas on chemistry, ideas on 

social sciences and ideas on linguistics. Wikipedia is a popular collection of human 

knowledge with tens of thousands of lemma’s describing ideas in various fields. 

There’s quite some literature about creativity and idea generation in psychology. 

Numerous publications on innovation can be found in management sciences and 

business administration. There’s a specialistic discourse on patents and intellectual 

property.   

 

The more remarkable it is that there has been relatively little discourse about ideas 

as such. To begin with, there seems to be no shared definition. Not only do 

historians, philosophers, economists, and psychologists use their own definitions 

and descriptions of the phenomenon ‘idea’, even within one discipline as 

philosophy, there seem to be at least ten competing definitions. Comparative 

studies on similar ideas in different scientific disciplines are relatively scarce. 

Interdisciplinary research on the working mechanisms and patterns of ideas in the 

various realms (science, economics, society) is almost absent. There are few shared 

insights on the origin of ideas, the nature of ideas, on the development of ideas, 

the gateways between ideas and acceptance, the relationship between ideas and 

knowledge and about the transformation from idea to reality. In short, there is no 

over-arching theory on ideas. Some 500 years after the start of the scientific 

revolution, this might be considered a peculiar observation. Certainly, there is a 

continuous development of ideas within specific disciplines; various researchers 

delivered valuable pieces of insight to build upon. But there are no professional 
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positions or research programs, there’s no robust body of knowledge that can be 

called a ‘science of ideas’. We still lack an comprehensive oversight on the complete 

puzzle of what we know, and on the pieces we’re still missing. Our understanding 

of the nature and the working of ideas is notoriously incomplete and lacks proper 

precision. As for ideas we still seem to grope in the dark.  

 

In this article we will shortly describe the importance of ideas in various fields as 

product-ideas, ideas in society and science. We continue with some attempts in 

history to develop a ‘science of ideas’; three of these quests will be shortly 

described (Destutt de Tracy, Altshuller, Gunkel). This paper concludes with the 

contours of a research agenda for a ‘science of ideas’.  

 

The importance of ideas 

 

The capacity of homo sapiens to think in terms of ‘imaginary realities’ (ideas) has 

been one of the winning formula’s in the evolutionary struggle. People are able to 

work with imaginary realities, such as money, or human rights, or a limited 

company, or the concept of the nation state. Through our ability to conceptualise 

combined with language to share these images with other people, mankind was 

able to develop complex systems such as a parliamentary democracy, a stock 

exchange, or a formula for nuclear energy. According to Harari, the ability to think 

in terms of imaginary realities, combined with the ability to communicate and 

collaborate, has been of decisive importance in the evolutionary success of homo 

sapiens. 

 

We cannot avoid setting a step back and ask ourselves, what is in fact an ‘idea’? 

Generally speaking, pre-modern conceptions of ‘ideas’ tend to interpret them as 

ultimate realities. In modern times an idea is often described as ‘mental 

representation’, or ‘a concept in the mind’. In the context of this article we define 

an idea as a concept in mental space, which is (relatively) novel, enabling to solve a 

problem or dilemma in the various realms of human concerns (society, markets, 

arts, science), with the potential to become a future social, technical, artistic or 

cognitive reality. In this way ideas can be considered as the conceptual 

foreshadowing of future’s material and social reality. The realm of ideas is the realm 

of concepts and proposals where humans dared to think about, but which until now 

have not been realized in products, policies, institutions, or accepted as scientific 

facts. The field of ideas is the field of unrealized potential. 

 

If you look closely you will see the importance of ideas in all facets of human 

existence. There would be no wheel without an idea. Without ideas there would 

have been no electricity, no smartphones, no chimney, no novel, no candle, no 

windmill, no microchips, no wholemeal bread, no dynamite, no Nobel Prize. In 

short, without ideas there would be no progress. Without ideas mankind would still 

wander in the bush, searching for food. People have the ability to come up with 

ideas, to develop them and to put them into practice. Ideas form the basis of that 
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endless series of products that make life easier or more pleasant. Cars and 

dishwashers, glasses and drilling rigs, cola and computers. These are technical 

inventions that have been developed and refined over the centuries. However, it is 

not just about products. Ideas also underlie the social order. Concepts such as 

ownership and contract, organizations such as schools and hospitals, institutions 

such as courts and parliaments, all these phenomena that we now consider to be 

an ordinary part of our society, have been created and cultivated as ideas a long 

time ago. There was a time when these organizations and institutions were still 

unborn; ideas were a ‘conditio sine qua non’ for their existence. Ideas therefore 

underlie all those rules, arrangements, organizations and institutional provisions 

through which we have organized our society.  

 

Ideas also form the basis of scientific progress. Our knowledge about the 

functioning of systems, our knowledge about physical, biological and social laws is 

based on ideas:the bold conjectures and daring hypotheses from creative scientists, 

which led to new discoveries. Ideas lead to new insights in the most diverse areas 

such as the properties of atoms, the functioning of the pancreas, the mating dance 

of peacocks, the way in which the psyche responds to mental and physical stimuli, 

the nature and movement of celestial bodies and the behaviour of football 

supporters. These ideas from scientists have led to our knowledge of men, the 

world and the cosmos. Creativity can relate to all aspects of scientific work. It 

ranges from a vague suspicion of a connection, the formulation of a provisional 

hypothesis, the design of a new method, to the willingness and ability to also 

observe and evaluate other outcomes than the anticipated harvest (serendipity). In 

addition, it requires creativity to connect the new insights thus obtained with the 

current scientific discourse, and convince fellow professionals via articles in high-

ranked journals of their importance. In each of these phases ideas are necessary 

and decisive for success. Robust scientific knowledge is in a way nothing less or 

more than a compilation of ideas that have passed the test of criticism - or 

falsification. 

 

Ideas are therefore decisive for the development of our society, for the products 

we use and for our knowledge about the world. Not to mention the domain that is 

pre-eminently shaped by human creativity: the fine arts. Art is the materialized 

power of imagination. Everything that mankind has formed over the centuries in 

sculptures, plaster or clay, or carved out of stone, everything that people with 

charcoal or a brush have depicted on paper or canvas, has arisen from inspiration 

and ideas. Great artists such as Titian and Mondriaan, Da Vinci and Van Gogh, 

Rembrandt and Rodin were, like no other, able to manifest their ideas in images; 

iconic images that are now part of the common cultural heritage, of the collective 

consciousness of people from all continents. It is through ideas that things come 

into existence and find their destination.  
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Some attempts to develop a science of ideas 

  

As stated in the introduction there are several books and volumes about ‘the 

history of ideas’ and some of the great thinkers elaborated on the phenomenon 

‘idea’. There is considerable literature about creativity and idea generation in 

psychology and management sciences. But relatively few are the attempts to 

develop an overarching theory of ideas. In this paragraph we shortly describe three 

of these quests. In post revolutionary France Antoine Destutt de Tracy tried to 

develop a science of ideas which he named ‘ideology’ (1796). In the 1950’s the 

Russian expert Genrich Altshuller developed his TRIZ-system, based upon the 

analysis of 100.000 patents. And in the 1980’s the American future researcher 

Patrick Gunkel worked on a grand project on ideas which he coined ‘Ideonomy’. 

These three brave attempts were undertaken in the margin of the system and now 

seem to be buried under the dust of history. 

 

Ideology 

 

The French philosopher and noble man of Scottish descent, Antoine-Louis-Claude 

Destutt de Tracy (1754-1836), used the term 'ideology' for the first time in 1796, as 

a name for a new, rigorous science that dealt with the systematic analysis of ideas 

and feelings. Ideology is a contraction of logos (doctrine) and idea (pattern, form). 

He cooperated with a group of French intellectuals that called themselves ‘les 

Ideologues’, a loose-fixed group of philosophers, scientists, writers and other 

revolutionary thinkers, such as Cabanis, Sieyès, Volney, Garat and Daunou. They 

regularly met in the salons in Paris and at the then recently founded Institut 

National and their discussions were directed to gain insight into the origins and 

functioning of ideas. Ideology was initially an open and value-free search for the 

meaning of ideas. In his 'Eléments d'idéologie', De Tracy studied ideas with regard 

to their origin, applicability and dissemination, and their expression in language and 

fixation in script. According to him, four human faculties - the senses, memory, 

judgment and the will - are the determining factors for the development of ideas. 

Ideology would study the origins, the emergence and the combination of ideas.  

 

The efforts of ‘les Idéologues’ were not only focused on changing the scientific 

method, but also extended to areas such as politics, legislation and ethics. Wrong 

and outdated ideas could be abolished and the ideas that stood scientific scrutiny 

would become the starting point for a new society. With its politically tinted 

struggle against prejudices, ideology fitted perfectly into revolutionary 

Enlightenment thinking. As Linnaeus had arranged the plant kingdom, Destutt de 

Tracy wanted to place the ideas in a clear taxonomy or hierarchy. The taxonomy of 

ideas would provide a better insight into human nature and thereby indirectly 

contribute to the design of a social and political order that was better tailored to 

the needs and aspirations of human beings. Destutt de Tracy envisioned ideology 

as 'the first science'. After all, all other disciplines are ultimately nothing more than 

an organization of ideas in demarcated areas such as medicine, law and economics. 
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Ideology was, as a science of human understanding, in his view elevated above 

other disciplines because all other specialisms are ultimately nothing more than 

applications of this science of ideas in fields that may themselves rejoice in human 

curiosity. Ideology could contribute to the age-old quest for the 'Unity of Sciences'. 

He saw ideology as a torch that could lead the other sciences forward. After the fall 

of Robespierre in 1794, Ideology was for a short time the quasi-official philosophy 

of the French Republic. Destutt and other Idéologues were not only researchers, 

but also members of parliament. They wanted to elevate the ideology to a political 

program and wanted to free society from superstition and stupidity. The idéologues 

exercised influence over the reform of education; they believed that it was possible 

to perfect people through education.  

 

Napoleon Bonaparte did participate a few times in the meetings of ‘les Idéologues’. 

But five years later after he became the First Consul he saw them as a threat to his 

autocratic ambitions: “They are dreamers, dangerous dreamers. They are concealed 

materialists. These philosophers are desperately trying to develop new systems. 

They cherish the vain hope of creating a better way of thinking than Christianity. 

But Christianity, like no other, is capable of reconciling man with his destiny. 

Christianity is the best insurance for order in the public domain and peace among 

the peoples. Ideologists are content to destroy all illusions, but illusions are precisely 

needed to keep a people happy.” In a few decades, via Marx and Mannheim, the 

meaning of ideology turned into its opposite. Ideology slowly but surely became 

synonymous with a dogmatic system of ideas, values and norms. The Oxford 

Dictionary of Philosophy describes ideology as "a far-reaching system of beliefs, 

ways of thinking and categories that form the foundation of political programs and 

social action." Nowadays most people associate ideologies with communist, fascist 

or rigid religious systems with totalitarian traits. The original meaning of ideology 

is almost forgotten. 

 

TRIZ 

 

Genrich Altshuller (1926-1998) tried to develop a science of ideas with a focus on 

technical inventions. This Russian researcher with German roots worked at the 

Russian navy on the Caspian Sea shortly after the Second World War. He had an 

office job preparing patents for inventions made there by the military and 

surrounding services. From that position he had to go through dozens of patents 

every day to see if something had not been invented before. Slowly but surely he 

got a view of the underlying patterns in all those patents. Even though it involved 

very different types of inventions, from new materials to engine parts, from rocket 

launchers to air-cleaning systems; even ideas about such diverse matters turned 

out to have a number of common elements.  

 

Unfortunately he was also a ‘smart ass’; he decided to write letters to newspapers, 

ministers and even to Stalin himself. In those letters he stated with clever reasoning 

that the Soviet government had made a number of wrong decisions. It goes without 
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saying that these arguments made little impression on Stalin (if he ever read them), 

but these letters were more than sufficient reason to send Altshuller in 1950 on a 

one-way trip to the Gulag. Three years later Stalin died, many political prisoners 

were released early and Altshuller was allowed to continue his analysis of patents. 

A few years later he wrote his first articles and books on 'TRIZ', a theory of creative 

problem solving. According to him, all innovations can be reduced to a number of 

principles. In inventions and patents he saw the same patterns returning again and 

again. Of course, every invention is different; one gets only a patent if an invention 

is 'technically new', but there appeared to be similarities between all those 100,000 

inventions. He found 40 recurring patterns, 40 characteristics or mechanisms. Over 

the years the system has been further perfected, variants have emerged, his pupils 

have continued to build on it, but the essence has remained the same. Every 

invention is based on one or more of these principles.  

 

An example is the principle of 'separation'. By removing a disturbing or harmful 

property, a product can get added value. Think, for example, of decaf coffee or non-

alcoholic beer. Another principle is' multifunctionality': a drilling machine that can 

also screw. Other principles have to do with replacement of basic materials, for 

example if a plastic bottle is made from biomass. Or with changing dimensions, such 

as with a tablet. Or 'proactive counteraction', for example a sunblock. A typical 

Russian principle is the phenomenon of 'nesting', as can be seen with Matrushka 

dolls or the stacking of deck chairs. If one focuses on similarities, then there are 40 

mechanisms that underlie most of the inventions in the world. That can also be 

helpful in making new inventions and shaping the future world. According to 

Altshuller, these principles can be used in R&D processes. If you are a scientist or a 

researcher, and you work at a large-scale laboratory, and you are faced with a 

complicated problem, you can be inspired by these forty principles.  

 

Altshuller got quite some recognition in the field of creative problem solving, but 

his work was almost completely focused on product innovation. It is unclear if it is 

possible to distillate a similar collection of patterns in the field of society and public 

administration, although there have been some first attempts (see Zlotin, 

Saliminamin). Is it possible to find patterns in social realms like organizing food 

security, reducing crime, vitalizing democracy, creating employment or 

environmental policy? These questions remain unanswered.  

 

Ideonomy 

 

Another attempt to develop a science of ideas was made by Patrick Gunkel (1947-

2017). At an early age he became fascinated by ideas and this fascination slowly but 

surely developed into an obsession over the course of his life. Without any 

academic title, he received scholarships and research assignments from prestigious 

institutions such as the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), the Hudson 

Institute and the Richard Lounsbery Foundation. The great futurologist Herman 

Kahn hired him to compile 'A Catalog of Futural Ideas'.  
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According to Gunkel, ideonomy is at the same time a fundamental science and 

applied science. The subject of research is ideas as such, and the applicable laws. 

Just as chemistry systematically examines and describes the elements and their 

connections, and biology studies the living organisms, ideonomy is aimed at 

acquiring robust knowledge about ideas. Ideas are particularly interesting if they 

have a domain-transcending meaning. For example, what are the characteristics of 

the idea 'growth' in biology and to what extent do these characteristics correspond 

with the phenomenon of growth in the economy? What can the economy learn 

from biology when it comes to growth spurts, balance, or decline? 'Ideonomy is an 

ambitious exploration of all possible combinations, permutations, transformations 

and generalizations of ideas. It is a search for analogies and forms of symmetry 

between ideas. Ideonomy focuses on 'discovering, researching, describing and using 

the laws governing ideas, regarding their causes, effects, relationships, behaviour, 

history, future, dimensions, properties, structures, merits, limitations, predictive 

value, evidential value, exceptions, anomalies, usage, analogies, differences, 

conflicts, implications, classifications, misconceptions, elements, complexities, 

levels and hierarchies, generalizations, distractions, paradoxes, divergences and 

convergences’ (Gunkel).1  

 

He stated that ideas form the last large category of phenomena that have not yet 

been subjected to rigorous scientific research. Ideonomy is a young science; it is a 

science in progress. Like any new discipline, it stems from an amalgam of facts, 

observations and fascinations that have not previously been linked to each other. 

In the first development phase of a scientific discipline, patterns have not yet 

crystallized; they are weak, tentative, global in character, mostly speculative. Often 

the founders of a science determine on the basis of their intuition what a new 

meaningful arrangement of reality could be. Slowly but surely, more clarity arises 

which mechanisms can withstand the test of criticism. When a science becomes 

mature, when there is an own, robust 'body of knowledge' that is recognized by 

peers, then there is a healthy scientific basis on which to build upon. Ideonomy has 

not yet reached this stage of maturity. Gunkel therefore calls on established 

scientists to think about this: 'Do not allow the old scientific world to judge children 

too quickly and not too severely. It is good to give the youth the space and to 

accompany a child on his first steps in the big world '.  

 

Gunkel got some credits. Robert Clark, professor at Harvard University, called him 

"undoubtedly the most interesting person I've ever met." Edward Fredkin, the 

former director of MIT's computer science laboratory, predicted that Gunkel would 

later be seen as one of the most significant people in the world. Charles van Doren, 

former vice president of product development at the Encyclopedia Britannica, saw 

 

1 See the headline of the article on the front page of The Wall Street Journal from 
January 6, 1987: 'Patrick Gunkel is an Idea Man who thinks in Lists'. 
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him as a prophet of a new science with dazzling possibilities. Others praised his 

encyclopaedic knowledge and his pioneering ideas about artificial intelligence. But 

his magnum opus did not come to a conclusion. After 600 pages, he was confronted 

with a massive writer's block that, according to him, is the result of the 'intimidating 

immensity and bewildering novelty' of the subject. Normally, a researcher can get 

a manual from the library, consult relevant literature or attract a few specialists, 

but that was not given to him. “Pioneering in a completely new field, yes in a new 

science, is almost unreal. It is heartbreaking, it is pitiable, it is almost inhuman. 

Honestly, it is a hell. There is nothing heroic about it.” 

 

Each of the aforementioned attempts to develop a science of ideas (ideology, TRIZ, 

ideonomy) deserves a broader description, but that would go beyond the scope of 

this article.2 Destutt de Tracy’s study on ideology is almost forgotten. Of the three 

attempts Altshuller’s TRIZ was relatively successful with serious scholars and 

applications in industries and on technical universities. Undoubtedly Gunkel was 

the most tragic figure of this trio; he died of Alzheimer at the age of 69 without any 

serious publications. For now we can conclude that in the margin of the scientific 

discourse of the last few ages there have been some relatively small attempts to 

develop an overarching theory and science of ideas. Though brave and in part 

stimulating and provoking, these attempts have gained until now small attention 

and little success in the mainstream scientific discourse.  

 

Research agenda for a science of ideas 

 

In the former paragraphs we described the importance of the phenomenon ‘idea’ 

in various fields of human activity (science, society, market). We noted that there 

has been relatively little discourse about ideas as such. There is no shared definition 

of ideas, comparative studies on similar ideas in different scientific disciplines is 

scarce and there’s no robust body of knowledge of a ‘science of ideas’. At the same 

time there are numerous scientific insights and fragments of knowledge which are 

of great value to build upon. This article will conclude with a tentative research 

agenda to develop a science of ideas.  

 

1 . Definition and meaning. It is important to define more precisely the meaning of 

‘ideas’. Until now various disciplines and schools of thought use their own 

definition. Some consider an idea basically as ‘a concept in the mind’, others regard 

ideas as innate and eternal truths man can never fully grasp (Plato, Hegel). Some 

state that an idea must always be based on an equivalent in physical nature, for 

others an idea is in essence something novel which has not been manifested until 

now in physical reality. It is important to bring the various definitions and concepts 

 

2 This may not be considered as an extensive account of attempts in this direction, 
see for example Smithers (2006). For broad reflections on the nature and impact 
of ideas see among others Whitehead, Lovejoy, Johnson, Watson, Harari, Van 
Andel, Klukhuhn. 
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together and to show the similarities and the differences between them. Maybe it 

is time to rename or specify the different meanings of ideas. The search for a clear 

definition of idea, or of the various meanings of ideas and their interrelations is an 

important starting point for a ‘science of ideas’. It is a natural carrier for collecting 

insights from different disciplines. Neglecting the search for proper definitions and 

meanings will almost automatically lead to confusion and sloppy argumentation. A 

house should be constructed upon a firm basis. 

 

2 . Origin and genesis. Where do ideas come from? Which circumstances facilitate 

the genesis of an idea? Which methods and techniques have proven to be useful to 

produce new ideas? As stated before, there’s quite a lot of  literature in psychology 

about creativity and on idea-generating techniques. Apart from scientific research 

and papers there’s also a lot of popular literature and casestudies which might be 

helpful to get more insights on these questions. The problem with the questions on 

‘origin and genesis’ of ideas seems not that there is no relevant research on these 

topics, but that it lacks a broadly accepted ‘body of knowledge’ in this field. 

 

3 . Taxonomy and classification. A third topic on the research agenda is the quest 

for a proper taxonomy. The first Encyclopedie (Diderot, d’Alembert) can be 

regarded as an attempt to collect all human ideas in 28 volumes along three 

branches of knowledge.3 The current division of scientific research in disciplines 

and subdisciplines can nowadays be considered as a widely accepted taxonomy of 

knowledge. Each discipline has its own handbooks, categorizations and taxonomies 

of the objects involved. It would be interesting to do comparative research and 

discover similarities and differences between these disciplinary taxonomies. Just as 

the realm of nature was charted by Linnaeus in his Systema Naturae, with his 

division into classes, orders, genera and species, it might be possible to develop a 

taxonomy in the realm of ideas. Based on common characteristics of ideas it is 

possible to construct a classification system. Classification and categorization is 

essential to bring some order in the complexity, especially in the field of ideas.  

 

4 . Problem configurations. An idea is often an answer to an underlying problem. 

Every problem has its own characteristics and its own history, but at the same time 

it might be possible to search for similarities between problem configurations in 

divergent disciplines as biology, economics, medicine or cultural anthropology. If 

the circumstances, the variables or barriers around a certain question or problem 

appear to share certain qualities, it might enlarge the chance that solutions which 

have been found in one field can inspire ideas and solutions in another field. In TRIZ 

Altshuller developed a confrontation matrix whereby specific types of problems or 

 

3  ‘Science des Idées’ is mentioned in the taxonomy of human knowledge in this 
Encyclopédie, as part of the category ‘Raison’, ‘Art de Penser’. It is remarkable that nowhere 
in the 28 volume Encyclopedy there’s a lemma which describes the content of such a 
‘Science des Idées’. 
See: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/58/ENC_SYSTEME_FIGURE.jpeg 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/58/ENC_SYSTEME_FIGURE.jpeg
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tensions are linked to possible solutions. Overall cross-disciplinary literature on 

problem-configurations seems almost absent. 

5 . Patterns and working mechanisms. What are the driving forces within ideas? Is 

it possible to peel ideas of to their basic working mechanisms? What is the 

configuration of solutions and is it possible to discover patterns or regularities in 

ideas? In a former paragraph we described the TRIZ-system whereby 100.000 

technical inventions were bundled in 40 dominant patterns. It would be most 

interesting to search if this convergence in dominant working mechanisms is not 

only applicable in the realm of technical inventions, but also in the domain of 

scientific knowledge, or in the domain of social innovation. To make it more 

concrete, what are the dominant mechanism behind social innovations as 

parliamentary democracy, or the Trias Politica, or schools, or immigration policy, or 

energy cooperations? Could it be possible to define a set of 40 mechanisms behind 

innovations in society? 

6 . Acceptance and legitimacy. To become reality an idea must be accepted. It 

would be most interesting to compare the systems for the acceptance of ideas in 

the realms of science, politics, democracy and markets. In science the procedure 

for acceptance is organized via the system of peer review. This way experienced 

colleagues decide which articles can be published or which research programs 

deserve funding. In markets the ‘customer is king’; he accepts with his wallet and is 

willing to pay the price for a specific product or service. Acceptance in the markets 

is relatively fragmented; the acceptance of idea X does not exclude the acceptance 

of idea Y. In politics acceptance seems to be dependent upon a mix of majority and 

negotiation. But what are the more subtle factors that influence the process of 

acceptance? For example using the right words, referring to opinion leaders, focus 

on the adjacent possible. What are the disadvantages of the various systems of 

acceptance and in what way adjustments can be made?  

7 . Realisation and valorisation. Finally, what can be said about the process of 

valorisation? Which are the main key factors that are decisive for ideas to become 

reality? Which are the gates an idea must pass to transform from ‘a concept in the 

mind’ towards ‘part of reality’ as we perceive it? There is considerable literature in 

the field of business management, innovation management and public 

administration about innovation processes, the innovation funnel, gateway reviews 

or policy windows. It might be interesting to investigate and compare these 

realisation processes in the fields of politics, markets, inventions, science and social 

action to see in what ways these systems can learn from each other. 

Conclusion 

To develop a science of ideas would be a grand project. Substantial research will be 

needed in the fields mentioned above: definition and meaning, taxonomy and 

classification, genesis and origin, working mechanisms and patterns, acceptance 

and legitimacy, realisation and valorisation. It requires an interdisciplinary 

approach with scholars from alfa, beta and gamma backgrounds. It will not be an 
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easy task. On topics like idea generation or innovation, there is an existing body of 

knowledge to build upon. But on other topics – like problem configurations or 

working mechanisms – it will be a pioneering enterprise, with all the barriers, 

hindrances and frustrations that belong to it. Therefore it will not be a light 

program, to hire a few phd-students and see where they come up  with. On the 

contrary, it is an ambitious project that deserves the efforts and intelligence from 

scientists who have a proven trackrecord in their own disciplines and are open for 

a new challenge: to compare and investigate the nature, origin, growth and 

realisation of ideas in various domains and to draw cross-sectional conclusions from 

it. For an experienced researcher it is interesting to look through another lens or a 

new prism to his or her own discipline. It might be even more fascinating to 

cooperate with colleagues from other disciplines on the same topics or research. 

The IFKAD-community could be an interesting starting point. To develop a science 

of ideas would require considerable time and substantial funding;  it might be a 

coproduction of universities, governments, companies and international 

organisations. Considering the key value of ideas for progress in the fields of 

technics, markets, science and society, it certainly seems worth the intellectual and 

financial investments. Ideas can be seen as the basic building blocks that 

constructed the world we live in. And ideas are our most precious and important 

raw materials for creating our future reality. 

 

 

Leiden, 2018, Guido Enthoven 

The author thanks Han van der Meer, Daria Ofman and Rico Sneller for their 

valuable remarks on earlier concepts of this article.  
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