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Scientists, not artists,
will solve the world’s
big problems

MICHAEL WES

ARTISTS are oddly insecure
about science. John Keats lam-
cnted its ability to “unweave the
rainbow” and Walt Whitmanur-
ged us to ignore the “learn’d ast-
ronomer” and instead just look
at the stars.

Implicit in these lines is the
idea that science is dry and
dusty, the province of charts and
equalions that strip the beauty
from nalure, to be dissected and
locked away in glass cases. Given
the steady decline in science en-
rolments across the world, this
view scems to have caught on.
But nothing could be further
[rom the truth. Science offers a
rarc blend of intellectual cleg-
ance, civic contribution and
economic benefit.

Farmorethanjustdreary rep-
etition, science “needs the free
play of the mind in as great a de-
gree as any other creative art”, in
the words of Nobel Prize-
winning physicist Max Born. It is
onc of humanity’s greatest aca-
demic achievements and stu-
dents should take the oppor-
tunity tobe apart of it.

Importantly, this intellectual
endeavour also leads lo practical
outcomes. Science takes the po-
etry of discovery and adds the
prose of implementation. In fact,
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Fruits of the poetry of discovery

our lives depend on the fruits of
research. From the fertilisers
that nourish our crops to the
medicines thal save us from po-
lio,smallpoxand countless other
aftlictions, no part of the modern
world is unlouched by science.
But we arc not out of the
woods yet, with overstretched
resources, a polenlialty hostile
climate anda host of threatening
diseases that still plague us.
These immense challenges can
be met only by the determined
application of scientific know-
ledge. The work ol artisls may
bring temporary happiness to
the impoverished, but it cannot
fil} their stomachs or cure their
sick chitdren. We nced more
bright young people to study sci-
ence so their enthusiasm can be
harnessed to its tools of genuine
transformational ability.
Technology is also the engine
powering our economy and Aus-
tratia’s dwindling supply of
scientists and engineers is a
serious risk o our global comp-
ctitiveness. Studices for the Org-
anisation for Economic Co-
operalion and Development
show scientific research and
development accounts for about
hall of all gross domestic product
growth and two-thirds of pro-
ductivity growth. Sometimes
this has led lo fear, the Luddile
view that inevitably science
brings a bleak tuture of unem-
ployment as arlisans are re-
placed by soulless automation.
But, actually, net job growth oc-

curs as employers increase pro-
ductivity with the same work-
force instead of reducing staff
numbers. Moreover, hi-tech in-
dustries pay the highest wages.

Even basic research, seem-
ingly remote [rom business, oft-
en spawns new fields of enter-
prise. Quantum theory brought
the transistor and the computer,
while investigations of a particu-
lar tiny worm have been crucial
to the developmenlt of genelic
engineering. Science underpins
prosperity and will continue to
doso; bul areliable supply of sci-
ence students is vital.

Finally, science should be
studied because il prioritises a
scarch for truth over a prolifer-
ation of opinions. Scholarsinthe
humanities construct theories
and counter-theorics, generat-
ing complex ecosystems of
debate that may be entirely div-
orced from reality and sup-
ported only by intricate argu-
ments, not facts. Sadly, they are
often little more than rickety
scaffolds of ink and ideology.

Where science builds similar
edifices of abstract thought, they
are always anchored to the bed-
rock of reality by experiment. A
theory that does nol make test-
able predictions remains merely
an intellectual curiosity, unable
to claim any privilege over
dozens of other equally valid hy-
potheses. Science may be com-
plex and specific, and somelimes
inaccessible to the public, but it
represents our best represen-
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tation of the truth about the
world around us.

Despite  science’s  clear
strengths, few scientists would
advocateilsstudy tothe utler ex-
clusion of the arts. Itis not a case
of scientists looking down on
artists in a sort of intellectual
apartheid. Indeed, the plea of
C. P. Snow in his famous 1959
Two Cultures speech at the Uni-
versily of Cambridge was for a
greater connection between the
arts and science communities.
LEducaled citizens, he thoughl,
should understand as much of
thermodynamics as they do of
Shakespeare. But that equality
does not exist at present and, be-
cause they directly address the
human condilion, the arts are of-
fen scen as more relevant to our
lives than science. In a world
ever more dependent on tech-
nology, that ecmphatically is not
true. There is room for both the
dreaming spire and the gleam-
ing laboratory, but in this cen-
tury we will need science more
than ever, and that is why we
should study it.

Michael West is a Universily of
Svdney physics honours student
completing his bachelor of
science-bachelor of engineering
degrees. Ile won the university’s
talent opinion editorial
compelition, in which entrants
were asked to write an essay on
arts vs science.

Ref: 733&5743



/AYA\
MEDIA MONITORS

Copyright Agency Ltd (CAL) licenced copy

Ben Whishaw and Abbie Cornish as John Keats and his love Fanny Brawne in Bright Slar
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