We are down to the details now,

By John Horgan
In a review for The Times of London last year, John Maddox called my book "perverse" for arguing that science might be past its peak. I would like to argue that my view, far from being perverse, is based on what science itself tells us. Science tells us there are limits to our knowledge. 

Relativity theory prohibits travel or communication faster than light. Quantum mechanics and chaos theory constrain our predictive ability. Evolutionary biology keeps reminding us that we are animals, designed by natural selection, not for discovering deep truths of nature, but for breeding. The most important barrier to future progress in science - and especially pure science - is its past success. 

Scientific discovery is roughly comparable to the discovery of the Earth. The more we know about the Earth, the less there is to discover. We are down to details now. Every now and then something interesting will turn up. We will find a new species of femur in Madagascar, or weird bacteria living in deep-sea vents. But at this point we are unlikely to discover something really surprising, like the lost continent of Atlantis, or dinosaurs living inside the Earth. 

In the same way, scientists are unlikely to discover anything surpassing the Big Bang, quantum mechanics, relativity, natural selection, or DNA-based genetics. That is not to say that science has answered all the big questions. John Maddox does an excellent job of reviewing some big remaining questions in his new book. But he never seriously considers the possibility that some of these questions may be unanswerable. 

John predicts that the Big Bang theory, because it leaves some big questions unanswered, must be replaced by some completely new theory. That makes no more sense than rejecting Darwin's theory of evolution because it cannot solve the origin of life.John notes that science's understanding of the mind "is hardly clearer now than at the beginning of the century". But then he suggests that the lack of progress in mind-related fields thus far means that great things await us. In other words, past failure predicts future success. This is not an argument. It is an expression of faith. 

Most people share John's view of scientific progress. That is understandable. We have all grown up in a period of explosive scientific progress so it is natural-for us to assume that this progress will continue, possibly forever. But this is very bad inductive logic. Inductive logic actually suggests that the modern era of explosive scientific progress might be an historical anomaly, a product of Irish convergence of social, intellectual and political factors. If you accept that science has limits - and science tells us that it does - then the only question is not if, but when, science will end. 

Historian Henry Adams observed almost a century ago that science accelerates through a positive feedback effect. Knowledge produces more knowledge; power produces more power. This acceleration principle has an interesting corollary. If science has limits then it might be moving at maximum speed just before it hits the wall. John Maddox complains that my thesis reflects a failure of imagination. Actually, it is all too easy to imagine great discoveries just over the horizon. Our culture does it for us with television shows like Star Trek and movies like Star Wars and books like What Remains To Be Discovered. 

What I want people to imagine is this: What if the great quest for knowledge is coming to an end? I happen to believe - and I am pretty sure John agrees with me on this - that this quest makes human existence meaningful. So what will be the consequences for humanity if the quest ends? These questions disturb those like John who have faith in scientific progress. Faith in science is vitally important. Without it, science would not have come so far so fast. But when faith in scientific progress can be sustained only by shunning contradictory evidence and arguments, it violates the scientific spirit.

Now that is perverse.

