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Comment

Boom and bust in popular science

Jon Turney

The obvious thing to say about popular scienceighiblg in the last twenty years is that there hesnb

a lot of it! That is important in itself. But it & means it is hazardous to offer general comnidrd.
British journalist and commentator Bryan Appleyagdently wrote in the Sunday Times that the “hard
stuff” in science was no longer attracting so meeaders. Books answering many small questions about
the world, or evoking a sense of wonder, do better reckons - than those which offer large cetitzgn
based on a scientific, or scientistic view of therd. That type, Appleyard claims, dominated theddfi

for years after Steven HawkingfsBrief History of Time, with its promise of a theory of everything.

The trouble with this is not that it is not truathhere were authors who were important to theaufaop
science boom who were offering answers to big dprestabout the meaning of life. But in Hawking’s
wake, as now, there was always much more goingAojournalist can paint a picture of a trend by
singling out a few titles, but that leaves scorestbers out of the reckoning, not to mention thet that
many of the books asserting science’s right to anglhose big questions remain strong sellers. Richa
Dawkins’ first book, The Selfish Gene still outsells all his later works except his vdatest (non-
scientific) title The God Delusion.

Still, lets throw caution aside for a spell, andand sketch some trends in the rather ill-defigedre the
English give the possibly oxymoronic label popweience. | cannot comment on the Italian market{Hzu
Anglo-American boom in popular science publishiag bertainly faded. There are still plenty of nitles,
but few big sellers. This is inevitable, | thinkhdse books do last, and we now have a mature market

The subjects which have been treated most oftdme-trio of cosmology, consciousness and chaos
theory, along with genetics and evolution - are nawvailable to readers in many versions, from
elementary to near-textbook level. In the case afdR Penrose’s doorstopper The Road to Reality, the
popular book is, in effect, a textbook, althougbeit few without a degree in physics have actually
worked through it! More generally, new titles needew angle. A new cosmology title, for example, is
not going to set a publishing editor's heart radimgess it is spectacularly good. There is newnsge
of course, but revolutions in understanding are,rdespite what authors are tempted to claim.

There are still spectacular successes, like BjisBn's A Brief History of Nearly Everything, which
sold in numbers so vast it was a stark reminddrtktieagreat majority of “popular” science books &#m
a minority interest. But the generally quieter tinfer popular science do make it easier to paudeagk
what these books might be for, and whether theyaayegood.

| would like to work out, for example, why bookseastill an important way of conveying aspects of
science, in an era when the media landscape has thmesformed by broadcasting and electronic
communication? | want a good way to explain whyhihk some are better than others. And | am
interested in the effects this literature has i whider culture, aside from pleasing readers whotwa
know about science.

| cannot answer any of those questions fully, butie say a few things about each one.

First, why do books retain their prominence as @ wfgpackaging science for lay consumption? Part of
the answer lies in the traditional virtues of ttmok. Books are cheap to produce. In the UK, a trade
publisher expects to print enough copies of a figmérto bring the unit cost down to around one Euiro
less. That depends on cheap printing without mllg$triation, and there may be considerable investme
behind it for a big-name author. But, title byeitit is not particularly expensive to play thisrga

Books are also easy to distribute, and remain fugardly compared with reading on screen. Printed
and bound texts are still excellent for the kind rehding where a text needs to signal its own
organisation and are very adaptable to many diftaeaders and kinds of reading.
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Books also suit science, in a way. Scientific emptéons are very often highly embedded — one thing
depends on understanding several others and therften a whole web of concepts and entities which
have to be introduced to tie the explanation togretAnd books lend themselves to extended - often
very extended - many-layered, explanations.

It is hard to build a presentation of contempor#rgoretical physics, for example, without going
through something like the following steps. Ondesré was a Newtonian universe, first successfully
described in the scientific revolution. Then cam® thew theories, radically different in some ways
from the old physics. One dealt with the macro-dpruled by Einsteinian relativity’s notions about
space-time; one with the micro-world, governed by even more counter-intuitive rules of quantum
mechanics. Now, physicists are striving for a tigashich will unify these two realms, and account fo
all the particles and forces which exist, and trepprties of space and time, within a single oriaig
framework. And books on the candidate theories etldr superstring theory, loop quantum gravity, or
something else, do tend to be quite long becaus# aidhem rehearse this history as well as dealing
with the latest thinking. This realm of scienceésticularly entertaining at present because sdntieeo
physicists arguments - shorn of the maths - aragbéught out in popular books. Proponents of
superstring theory such as Brian Greene are untéekaby those who favour other approaches like Lee
Smolin partly because they have been so good amqinog their ideas to the wider public. Smolin’s
recentThe Trouble with Physics is an attack on PR as much as on superstringytheor

Superstrings and the like also highlight one or ter advantages of unadorned words. They are
good for discussing the unvisualisable, and forinigyout thought experiments. And they lend
themselves to operating on several different legélsnce. Finally, they are a useful medium fomigy
out explanations and analogies. For example, oneeps we can see unfolding now is the gradual
development of a set of ways of describing stringoty in ways which non-physicists can begin to
grasp. Watching this process suggests that ihispine senses, evolutionary, and succeeds betésr wh
many authors contribute, and adopt and modify eattiers’ analogies. Over time, some become
conventionalized as the generally accepted ‘beaysnof depicting certain features of a theory, ast
you hardly ever read a sketch of relativity thewryich does not liken the gravitational field to the
distortion of a rubber sheet pulled down by a heasyght. In the current disputes about quantum
gravity, one of the disadvantages the competingriée face is that they seem much harder to pat int
words than superstring theory.

If these are some of the general advantages ofbtuk, what criteria should we apply more
particularly, to identify which are successful? Boience books, as for any book, some of the asswer
will come from looking at these books in generariry terms. We can analyse the stories theytiel,
quality of the writing, the brilliance of the metagrs. We can ask for elegance, wit, and unitie®oé
and style in science writing as in any other kifigvating.

But this is an unusual literature. Science is sgpfdado reveal truths about the physical univergk an
science books, while they may tell stories, arevegimg those truths. This is a literature of rgalaf
how things are.

That means we should examine how a book treategh&e of science. Every narrative which relates
something of what science has found, and how it fwasd, takes a view on the status of scientific
knowledge. You do not have to delve very deep théomass of popular science books to find thatsidea
about the nature of science vary a good deal. Thererealists and positivists (as Stephen Hawking
describes his own view) as well as, less commaalghors who view scientific knowledge as a more
contingent, culturally fragile construction.

But | also think that the most common take on tleure of science has been shaped by the
promotional inclinations of publishers. Many boaksygest that science can offer the best answers to
everyone’s questions about life, the universe, ewerything. And Appleyard is basically right in his
suggesting that this was also the most common pitdbh publishers were making at the height of the
boom. If you wanted to know why people do the tkitigey do, understand the mind of God, or even
fathom “the meaning of it all”, scientists were poped to be able to tell you. The publisher of Béep
Pinker’'sThe Blank Sate, which followed previous successful titles by #zne author, put out a poster
declaring excitedly that “the man with the answeigack”, without even saying what the question.was

But this oracular science was always going to dieag. Science is about scepticism, tentative
theories, and the fascination of unanswered questinot about the meaning of life. If some of the
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excitement around popular science has faded, pgrhépbecause the public has caught on to the fac
that readers were promised things that sciench reshnot deliver.

If so, then the things which it really can deliveny become more important. And one of the most
important is clear explanations of complex idedssExplaining is one of the core attributes of ylap
science texts and one of the things which distisiyes them from other non-fiction.

Explanation is also, | believe, where this literatof reality is most often genuinely creative. Aihd
seems likely it is the source of the satisfactidmnolv sends some readers back to these books, and to
particular authors. It is not the satisfactioniofling answers to questions about the meanindegfiut
of feeling that our human minds can understandhitiking of a small part of the universe.

Which brings me to the last of my three questidaghat satisfaction — of understanding something
new — the main thing these books deliver? If nditatother effects can they have in the culture?

We know rather little about this. Research studéesl to focus on news media, although there are
interesting treatments of the effect of books oblipising particular fields, such as chaos the®yt
here are a few tentative observations. The simdstat, especially in view of the wealth of ti#laow
available, one should consider the ensemble of 900k

An individual title rarely reaches a mass audiemig. | think that, aside from spectacular individua
successes, the outpouring of popular science wgriias cumulative effects above and beyond each
single title. And there are various ways in whibk existence of large numbers of books — and asithor
enhances their impact.

One is that, in an Anglo-American publishing worliere new titles can fall out of print with alarmin
speed, science books seem to have remarkably lwifilizes. Modern classics lik€he Selfish Gene
(1976),The First Three Minutes (1978) orCosmos (1980) are all still available, along with manjeis.
This is good business but means that a publistard-authors — are very aware of competing with the
backlist, and are constantly driven to find newi¢gepand new angles. The selection of topics ikisti
some ways a narrow cut across the whole of sciancetechnology, but the large number of pop-
science titles in any major bookstore does helptera sense that much of science is accessible.

It also means that authors can easily see thenssab/eelating to a developing genre, with particula
styles and techniques. Like any writers, they mafyne themselves as for or against these charsiotsri
of what is already out there. But it seems to na& there is more of a common interest among science
writers than those in many other genres. They d¢higerborrow analogies, metaphors, bits of
explanation, even turns of phrase from one anoBmme are re-used so often that they become common
property — like the conventionalized images of treity theory | referred to earlier. We end up wih
common stock of explanatory stories, which areilgadailable for re-working and re-use. So theyai
sense in which the whole ensemble of books becqmaessof a larger cultural project to recreate
scientific ideas in ways which are easier for nomsstists to appropriate.

Finally, books have a number of interesting secamd third order effects on cultural production. sThi
is not just because a book is still a cultural tokd such high value. It is not just that a bookais
common source for a TV documentary. It is also bseathe renderings of science which appear in
popular books stimulate other creative people —elistg, poets, playwrights, film-makers, artists,
musicians, choreographers. They may of coursereettii inspired by scientists, or go and find sdme
talk to after being excited by a book. But a lottleé¢ science-influenced art, which has been such an
important growth area in the UK in the last terfifteen years, shows traces of these non-ficticitste

So all in all popular science books are makingrgdacontribution to the assimilation of specialized
ideas by the wider culture. That gives me greaaglee as a reader, and continuing hope as a wititer.
raises a host of intriguing questions for criti€gientific ideas are a vital part of our culturedahe
books which convey versions of these ideas togkeaf us should be taken seriously as literature!
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