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Modern science can explain a great deal about the world we live in. But there are also
numerous facts that have not been explained by science, or at least not explained fully. The
origin of life is one such example. We know that about 4 billion years ago, molecules with
the ability to make copies of themselves appeared in the primeval soup, and life evolved from
there. But we do not understand how these self-replicating molecules got there in the first
place. Another example is the fact that autistic _Children tend to have very good memories.
Numerous studies of autistic children have confirmed this fact, but as yet nobody has succeeded
in explaining it.

Many people believe that in the end, science will be able to explain facts of this sort. This
is quite a plausible view. Molecular biologists are working hard on the problem of the origin
of life, and only a pessimist would say they will never solve it. Admittedly, [%]the problem is

not easy, not least because it is very hard to know what conditions on earth 4 billion years

ago were like. But nonetheless, there is no reason to think that the origin of life will never

be explained. Similarly for the exceptional memories of autistic children. ; The science of

(V)

memory is still in its infancy, and much remains to be discovered about the neurological basis

of autism. Obviously we cannot guarantee that the explanation will eventually be found. But
given the number of explanatory successes that modern science has already notched up, the
smart money must be on many of today’s unexplained facts eventually being explained too.

But does this mean that science can in principle explain everything? Or are there some
phenomena that must forever o JM scientific explanation? This is not an easy question to
answer. On the one hand, it seems arrogant to assert that science can explain everything.
(7 ), it seems short-sighted to assert that any particular phenomenon can never be
explained scientifically. For science changes and develops very fast, and a phenomenon that
looks completely inexplicable from the vantage-point of today’s science may be easily explained
tomorrow. |

According to some philosophers, there is a purely logical reason why science ( < ). Forin
order to explain something, whatever it is, we need to invoke something else. But what explains
the second thing? To illustrate, recall that Newton explained a diverse range of phenomena
using his law of gravity. But what explains the law of gravity itself? If someone asks why all
bodies exert a gravitational force on each other, what should we tell them? Newton had no
answer to this question. In Newtonian science the law of gravity was a fundamental principle: it
explained other things, but could not itself be explained. The moral is generalizable. Tlowever

much the science of the future can explain, the explanations it gives will have to make use of
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certain fundamental laws and principles. Since nothing can explain itself, it follows that at least
some of these laws and principles will themselves remain unexplained.

Whatever one makes of [k]this argument, it is undeniably very abstract. It purports to show
that some things will never be explained, but does not tell us what they are. However, some
philosophers have made concrete suggestions about phenomena that they think science can never
explain. An example is consciousness — the distinguishing feature of thinking, feeling creatures
such as ourselves and other higher animals. Much research into the nature of consciousness has
been and continues to be done, by brain scientists, psychologists, and others. But a number of
recent philosophers claim that whatever this research throws up, it will never fully explain the
nature of consciousness. There is something intrinsically mysterious about the phenomenon of
consciousness, they maintain, that no amount of scientific investigation can eliminate.

What are the grounds for this view? The basic argument is that conscious experiences are

fundamentally unlike anything else in the world, in that they have a ‘subjective aspect’.

( Samir Okasha, Philosophy of Science — A Very Short Introduction, 2002 )
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(a) will be able to explain everything
(b) will be able to explain something
(c) will never be able to explain anything

(d) will never be able to explain everything
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(a) explain (b) appear (c) confirm (d) discover

(e) assert (£) develop (g) exert (h) maintain
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Within the economics departments at certain universities, there is a famous but probably
apocryphal story about two world-class economists who run into each other at the voting booth.

“What are you doing here?” one asks.

“My wife made me come,” the other says.

The first economist gives a confirming nod. “The same.”

After a mutually sheepish moment, one of them hatches a plan: “If you ( 7 ) here,
I'll never tell anyone I saw you.” They shake hands, finish their polling business and scurry off.

Why would an economist be embarrassed to be seen at the voting booth? Because voting

(]
exacts a cost — in time, effort, lost productivity — with no discernible payoff except perhaps

some vague sense of having done your “civic duty.” As the economist Patricia Funk wrote in a
recent paper, “A rational individual should abstain from voting.”

The odds that your vote will actually affect the outcome of a given election are very, very,
very slim. This was documented by the economists Casey Mulligan and Charles Hunter, who
analyzed more than 56,000 Congressional and state-legislative elections since 1898. [WFOI all the
attention paid in the media to close elections, it turns out that they are exceedingly rare. The
median margin of victory in the Congressional elections was 22 percent; in the state-legislature
elections, it was 25 percent. Even in the closest elections, it is almost never the case that a
single vote is pivotal. Of the more than 40,000 elections for state legislator that Mulligan and
Hunter analyzed, comprising nearly one billion votes, only seven elections were decided by a
single vote, with two others tied. Of the more than 16,000 Congressional elections, in which
many more people vote, only one election in the past one hundred years — a 1910 race in
Buffalo — was decided by a single vote.

Still, people do continue to vote, in the millions. Why? Here are three possibilities:

1. Perhaps we are just not very bright and therefore wrongly believe that our votes will affect

the outcome.

2. Perhaps we vote in the same spirit in which we buy lottery tickets. After all, your chances
of winning a lottery — and of affecting an election are pretty similar. From a financial
perspective, playing the lottery is a bad investment. But it’s fun and relatively cheap:
for the price of a ticket, you buy the right to fantasize how you’d spend the winnings —

much as you get to fantasize that your vote will have some impact on policy.

3. Perhaps we have been socialized into the voting-as-civic-duty idea, believing that it’s a
good thing for society if people vote, even if it’s not particularly good for the individual.
And thus we feel guilty for not voting,.

—4—
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But wait a minute, you say. If everyone thought about voting the way economists do, we
might have no elections at all. No voter goes to the polls actually believing that her single vote
will affect the outcome, does she? And isn’t it cruel to even suggest that her vote is not worth
casting?

This is indeed a slippery slope — the seemingly meaningless behavior of an individual, which,
in aggregate, becomes quite meaningful. Here’s a similar example in reverse. Imagine that
you and your eight-year-old daughter are taking a walk through a botanical garden when she

suddenly pulls a bright blossom off a tree.
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. .more pragmatic incentives to vote. Political parties regularly

(2]

paid voters $5 or $10 to cast the proper ballot; sometimes payment came in the form of a keg

In the old days, there were

of whiskey, a barrel of flour or, in the case of an 1890 New Hampshire Congressional race, a live
PE ( Steven D. Levitt and Stephen J. Dubner, Freakonomics, 2006 )
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(a) Because of the attention
(b) By means of the attention
(¢) For the sake of the attention
(d) In spite of the attention

(e) In the case of the attention
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(a) “Yeah, but everybody isn’t picking them,” she says with a look. “Only me.”
(b) “You shouldn’t do that,” you find yourself saying,.

(c) “Well,” you reason, “because if everyone picked one, there wouldn’t be any flowers
left at all.” -

(@) “Why not?” she asks.

B9 7. THEER [5] D ‘more pragmatic incentives to vote’ H¥E L T\ 5 BRI ARZ, 156 FLIA
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