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HONK IF YOU LOVE SCIENCE               

1.

Around 1984 I had what seemed a moderately interesting idea for a novel.  I'd read an article in the scientific press claiming that the DNA molecule survives intact, with its code unscrambled, for longer than previously thought, after animals die and their cells degrade.  

My first thought:  it might be possible to resurrect (or at least clone) a cow from its final resting place as a leather shoe.  My second, more ambitious thought:  it might even be possible to resurrect extinct animal species, cloned from their salvaged remnants.  

I saw immediately that I could bring back the Dodo:  various Dodo bits and pieces are preserved in bottles of spirits in museums around the world.  There is a head in Oxford, an entire pickled bird in Copenhagen.  Likewise, the Woolly Mammoth:  frozen mammoth steak is dug out of the Siberian tundra from time to time.  

Of course the boy in me mostly wanted to bring back dinosaurs, especially the big enchilada itself, T. Rex.

I couldn't work out how to do it.  There was no actual Tyrannosaur genetic material left, as far as I could see - only a few fossilised bones and eggshells with zero DNA content.  

Another problem:  at the time I didn't think I was a science-fiction writer.  I was a poet, and short story writer.  I offered my mildly sensational idea to George Turner, an excellent science-fiction writer, when I met him at a literary conference in 1985.   He gave the idea a polite thumbs-up, but didn't seem hugely impressed.   

These were big mistakes on both our parts:  billion-dollar mistakes, given a certain film which came along in 1992, the name of which I have been trying to forget ever since.  

Less easily forgettable is the fact that it became the biggest-grossing movie of all time.  

Rubbing a few more pinches of salt into the wound is the fact that I had forgotten that I once was   a science-fiction writer.

At the age of eleven and twelve I wrote eleven or twelve science-fiction novels.   For several years in my teens I read very little except science-fiction.   What I liked about science- fiction was its freedom of inquiry.  Its stories were a species of what philosophers now like to call thought experiments.  It wasn't till the age of 19 when I accidentally read the opening pages of Patrick White's The Tree of Man that I remembered again what I had loved in earlier readings in childhood, in nursery rhymes and in rhythmic prose-pieces such as The Poky Little Puppy:  stories could do more than describe, or explain, or define, or hypothesize.  Stories might also possess (or be possessed by) certain magical properties, musical and emotional properties.  

I discovered various poets at the same time:  a sentence, poetry revealed to me,  could be more than a vehicle for the efficient transfer of information.  It could also thrum like a string.  

The journey towards meaning, in short, could at least be as pleasurable as the arrival. 

2.

My teenage crush on sci-fi came from a love of science.  I always wanted to be a scientist.  The miracles that amazed me were scientific:  the mystery of radio, for instance.  Radio was then called wireless, a more poetic name which actually contains what mystified me.  I still don't quite believe in it.  

I had an elaborate laboratory in the back-shed in which I  made numerous involuntary attempts on my own life.  I anesthetised myself by distilling ether and poisoned myself by distilling the most beautiful of all elements:  bromine, which is a kind of crimson, translucent mercury.  At various times I spilled all known concentrated acids on myself,  burnt my hands with various molten concoctions,  peered into exploding test-tubes and damaged my eyes.

  I made my own fireworks, and later my own solid-fuel rockets in which I launched highly-trained beetles into very shallow orbit:  a couple of hundred feet.   I tried to parachute them back to earth, but this was a luxury: even when the chutes failed to open - which was always - the entire crew of beetles would crawl happily out of the wreckage.

Beetles, most populous of all animals, will inherit the earth.

This side of me - the open-mouthed uncritical nerd - I've parodied in the character of William Scanlon, a mix of Wunderkind and Mad Scientist, in the novel  'Honk If You Are Jesus.'  Scanlon is a character who is incapable of love, capable only of curiosity.  

I was very   curious about science.  What I liked most  - it worked.  Or if it didn't work, it didn't work for reasons that worked.  Its errors were logical - and above all, reproducible.  Its hypotheses were testable, and proveable - or as Karl Popper would say,  falsifiable. 

Its scepticisms were institutionalised - despite its frequent lapses, its slow crab-wise motion, sideways and backwards, punctuated by the odd knight's move forward, science could be trusted, finally, to get closer to an understanding of the world than could any other human institution.

At 15 I began subscribing to Scientific American - I still do.  I also subscribe (say) to the New York Review of Books.  I subscribe to a lot of journals;  I've chosen these two to represent two extremes.   I love the New York Review - but it's a dabbly, episodic kind of love.   Scientific American is the only journal I read from cover to cover each month.  There's still a faint thrill in opening it  - what weird stuff will I find inside?  There is something glossy, something titillating  about the Scientific American.  In her autobiography, Honk If You Are Jesus, the distinguished gynaecologist, Professor Mara Fox,  wrote of the American:

'a magazine so glossy, so sensuous it's almost edible.  Science for the gourmet.

Or is it science for the voyeur?  It comes wrapped in a kind of confidential brown paper envelope that I rip off each month with great joy.   Science-porn you might call it - in the sense that it can never quite deliver what it promises.   Science itself is not quite as beautiful and elegant as the illustrations in Scientific American suggest.'

   As well as glossy pictures, the magazine - as apologetic readers of other glossy magazines used to say -  also has good articles.  I read Scientific American for the articles.  And certainly there's a part of me that still believes those articles are more important than the books reviewed in, say, a literary journal  - or perhaps it's less a belief than a fear  that those scientific articles will change the world more than any poem or novel can.  

Fortunately we don't have to choose between these two alternative journals,  or between the different worlds they represent - we can read both, despite the myth of an Arts/Science Great Divide.  The Art versus Science debate goes back at least to Socrates - or Plato's version of Socrates, who planned to ban poets from his republic.   One notorious flare-up was the Leavis/Snow Two Cultures debate between the critic and Cambridge don F R Leavis and the doctor/novelist C P Snow some decades back.   Leavis had the idea of an 'essential' Cambridge of the humanities and English criticism, and an 'inessential' Cambridge of the sciences.   The laughable thing about this snobbery is that at the time the structure of DNA was being worked out in the inessential Cambridge.

More direct attacks on the methods of science have come from the philosophers Thomas Kuhn and from Michel Foucault.

The curious thing about Foucault's 'epistemes' - which overlap, at least partially, with Kuhn's 'paradigms' - is that they are so easily falsified,  thanks to Foucault's ignorance of the history of mathematics and physics, the fields in which science is seen in its purest form - and closest to the ideal of Popper, and even of the earlier Positivists such as Frege and Cantor.   This seems a nice irony, or inversion:  an older philosophy of science contains the more recent ideological episteme of Foucault, rather than vice versa.  Foucault falls on his own sword:  just another ideological historian dividing history into Decades or Centuries because he has ten fingers.    

Kuhn is less monolithic, and more sceptical of himself - his concepts aim to operate on a smaller scale - but even here, a case can easily be made that the key thought-traditions of Western science are trans -paradigmatic.  This case is at least as strong as its opposite.

The biggest triumphs of scientific materialism are no more three hundred years old - but the roots of its method stretch back at least to Euclid.  I suspect we can find any simplistic 'episteme' in those two thousand-odd years we want - if we choose to read history as randomly as Foucault.  

The past can always be made to 'suck up to the present' in Julian Barnes' memorable phrase.  

The philosopher Richard Rorty has written that 'inquiry is never pure....It is always a matter of getting us some thing we want.'   Daniel Dennett has written that such attacks on the objectivity of science, attacks which aim to equate it with other more relativistic or subjective bodies of thought, confuse motive and method - or, in the words of  Robert Proctor (which he quotes)  neutrality and objectivity.   Geologists, Proctor points out,  have discovered much more about oil-bearing shales than about other rocks - under the pressure of obvious economic reasons.  Their search for knowledge is in no way neutral.  But their methods are still scientific - what geologists do  know about oil-bearing shales is, in fact, objective knowledge.

 Now I don't want to resurrect an ancient and somewhat artificial battle - we don't have to choose between the two worlds of science and art, of course we need both, and perhaps science-fiction is one of the interfaces, or the halfway points on the spectrum, its mission, like that of the starship Enterprise, to boldly go where no-one has gone before.   

The problem now is that science-fiction is an increasingly difficult mine to work. Whatever can be dreamt up by a writer is almost certainly already being worked on by a scientist in some laboratory somewhere in the world.  

It's become a commonplace to say that S. F.  cannot compete with science itself.   Just as  - it's equally often said - fiction cannot compete with non-fiction.   Gabriel Garcia Marquez  has denied that the term 'magical realism' is appropriate to his brand of South American fiction, claiming it is mostly straight realism, and quoting a newspaper report of a freak storm that washed a circus out to sea in Southern Chile, and of how the surprised local fisherman found themselves hauling giraffes and lions into their nets. 

What writer of fiction could invent such a story?

The corollary might be this:  if a mere writer has thought of resurrecting extinct animals  (and if Michael Crichton and Steven Spielberg have also thought of it)  then we can be sure that scientists have been thinking of it for much longer, and are probably working on it.  

It would appear a reasonably safe bet to put money on the resurrection of those fluffy mammoths, and other extinct animals, within a few decades.   

3.

I've criticised Foucault, but even an overgrown teenage nerd like me realises that scientists are often not equal to the demands of their discipline, and that there might just be a few  little problems with all this whizz-bang technology.   

 Isaac Asimov divided the history of science-fiction into three phases:   Adventure dominant, which is basically cowboys and Indians in space; Technology dominant, which is the gadget phase;  and Sociology dominant.  Perhaps there is a fourth, last category:  Philosophy dominant.   I've written elsewhere that the science-fiction readers of my teenage generation who didn't become scientists all seemed to become philosophers, trading one kind of thought experiment for another.  The English philosopher Derek Parfit, for instance,  uses bizarre science-fiction brain-transplant scenarios in a famous essay called Personal Identity.

Such hypotheticals belong to some extent in the realm of what might be called pure philosophy.  In what might be called applied philosophy we are even closer to science-fiction.  Many of the scenarios studied in the growth-field of Bioethics carry an increasingly science-fictional flavour. In her essay 'A Defence of Abortion' Judith Jarvis Thompson asks readers to imagine being forcibly connected to a famous unconscious violinist for nine months, so that the readers' kidneys can extract toxins from the violinist's blood as well as their own.    

A couple of decades ago a group of chimpanzees was taught the vocabulary of sign-language.  It had been realised that chimp voice-box was not up to speech - but that they were more intelligent than this physiological limitation.  Their brains were were too big for their throats.   Washoe, the most talkative of the chimps,  had a vocabulary of several hundred words.  The chimps were reared as human infants, in human families, which casued immense problems when they reached adolescence. Such is their strength, that even a chimp who loves you might kill you in a fit of pique.  The chimps were mostly taken from their families and placed in chimp colonies, or in zoos.  Washoe, in the San Diego Zoo, despaired.  She would sign frantically to passing humans, asking to be released, and demanding to know what she was doing with these 'black bugs',  her co-specifics.  Lucy, another of the bright chimps, was transferred to a reserve in Africa with wild chimps, and despaired.  She became ill, lost weight, lost all her hair, and one day disappeared completely. Her body was found, some time later, with her hands amputated.  Poachers often souvenir the hands and feet and heads of apes, but this was a tragic irony in this:  that her hands had been hacked off.

This is a great story, and a great tragedy - and it is not fiction, it is science.   It is a tragedy similar in many ways to another true story of science - Oliver Sacks' stories of those victims of encephalitis lethargica who were awakened by L-dopa.  And then as the drug began to fail, reverted to their previous state - aware in many cases, that they were so doing.  

How can fiction compete with this?

Except that both stories have a famous precursor in the well-known science-fiction story, Flowers For Algernon, made into a fine movie, Charlie, about twenty five years ago.   Sacks' stories, also, are on one level retellings of the story of Rip Van Winkle. 

The issues raised by the tragedy of Lucy  - and as a tragedy it seems to me to rank with any human tragedy -  will become even more complex as chimp intelligence is heightened by genetic engineering to enable apes to become a new slave race, performing the manual tasks.  

 Does that sound like a nightmare?   In the world of science, if something can happen, it usually does happen.    

 Another area that interests me is medical rationing.   

The kidney dialysis machine was invented in Seattle.  In the early days only two countries in the world - Australia and Denmark - could afford to provide dialysis to everyone who needed it.    In Seattle a committee was appointed to choose who received treatment from the first machines - in other words to choose who died.   The committee comprised a lawyer, a minister, a housewife, a labor leader, a state official, a surgeon, and  - terrifying thought - a banker.   The committee chose married men with children over unmarried men and women, and over childless couples as well, and they chose the employed over the unemployed.   They rewarded 'public service', giving preference, for instance,  to churchgoers.   They rejected out of hand anyone considered deviant, or with a criminal record.

In the UK the method of choice was, and is, much simpler - above a certain age you just don't get dialysis.  

These two extremes represent the sides of an argument that will become far more common as medical funding is rationalised and made more cost-effective over the next decade.  And such decisions will be made everywhere.

They also address the same central philosopical issue as the story of Washoe:  what is a human being, and what are his or her rights and obligations?   Once again there are wonderful papers to be found in the philosophical literature with titles like:  The Duty to Die Cheaply. 

It may be overly dramatic, and an unfair comparison, but those two selection processes - from Seattle and from England - remind me of a passage in a book called 'If This Is A Man' by one of my favourite writers Primo Levi.  

Of his arrival in Auschwitz, Levi wrote:

"A dozen SS men stood around, legs akimbo, with an indifferent air.  At a certain moment they moved among us, and in a subdued tone of voice, with faces of stone, began to interrogate us, one by one, in bad Italian....'How old?  Healthy or ill?'  And on the basis of the reply they pointed in two different directions.

In less than ten minutes all the fit men had been collected together into a group.  What happened to  the others, to the women , to the children, to the old men, we could establish neither then nor later:  the night swallowed them up, purely and simply.

Today, however,  we know that in that rapid and summary choice each one of us had been judged....

We also know that not even this tenuous principle of discrimination between fit and unfit was not always followed, and later the simpler method was often adopted of merely opening both the doors of the wagon....Those who by chance climbed down on one side of the convoy entered the camp, the other side went to the gas-chamber.'

The question is not whether that is a fairer system - I suppose it is - but what is a human, and what are the rights of a human?  

 Above all, the imminent philosophical issue which addresses this problem is that of evolving Artificial Intelligence, and its hubristic promise to actually test  such notions, scientifically.   

Of course, we live in interesting times - terrifying times, during our lifetimes, if the species survives cataclysm,  things will change utterly, far more even than over the last fifty years.  The non-fiction writers and the philosophers are scouting out that weird future.  But among those that make up stories, or 'fictions', only the science-fiction writers, and the filmmakers, seem interested.

I have flirted with the edges of science-fiction in a couple of my novels, and will surely flirt again.  I see these novels, in part, as thought experiments, as philosophical hypotheticals.  But I am a little wary of the books finding their way into the convenient pigeon-hole of 'science-fiction'. 

Kurt Vonnegut, after the publication of his first novel Player Piano wrote the following:

"I suddenly learned from the reviewers that I was a science-fiction writer.  I didn't know that.  I supposed that I was writing a novel about life, about things I could not avoid seeing and hearing in Schenectedy, a very real town, awkwardly set in the gruesome now.  I have been a soreheaded occupant of a file drawer labelled "science-fiction" ever since, and I would like out, particularly since so many serious critics mistake the drawer for a urinal.   The way a person gets into this drawer, apparently, is to notice technology.  The feeling persists that no one can simultaneously be a respectable writer and understand how a refrigerator works, just as no gentleman can wear a brown suit in the city.   Colleges may be to blame.  English majors are encouraged, I know, to hate chemistry and physics, and to be proud because thay are not dull and creepy and humourless and war-orientated like the engineers across the quad."

I think a lot of science-fiction readers and writers once felt like creepy engineers across the quad.  In the late sixties my whole generation of nerds got to university and made an attempt to move the genre upmarket.  The initials S.F. which had always meant science-fiction suddenly were renamed "speculative fiction", which had a far more upwardly mobile sound.  I didn't like the term as a teenager -  I thought it defensive, and apologetic, and social-climbing:   a betrayal of grass-roots.  (But then I never liked then pretentious term 'fictions' for stories either.)   Speculative Fiction seemed a class traitor, a too-obvious an attempt to gain respectability for S.F., perhaps even to have the genre promoted another notch into the category of Serious Fiction.

It reminded me of an entry in Woody Allen's diaries:  'Shall I marry W?  Not if she won't tell me the other letters in her name.' 

It reminds me now,  also, of Graham Greene's tongue-in-cheek division of his books into Serious Novels and Entertainments.  In fact this was a ruse to slip the alleged 'entertainments', which are mostly his best and most serious novels,  under the guards of the Serious Critics.

Keep 'em guessing!
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