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Physics and philosophy have always
felt akin, but they have been kept
apart by the fearsome difficulties of
reaching a proper understanding be-
tween them. Abner Shimony is un-
usually bilingual in the technical lan-
guages of both disciplines; he is not
only a professional philosopher of sci-
ence, but he also makes original con-
tributions to theoretical physics. In-
evitably the philosophy of physics
centers on the interpretation of quan-
tum mechanics. That it does, for
Shimony, is the missing keystone of
a naturalistic world view.

The enigmas of microphysics are
the principal theme of several chap-
ters of Volume 1 and almost all of
Volume 2 of Search for a Naturalistic
World View. And although these
chapters are very thorough and lucid,
within the presentational constraints
of this extremely subtle and difficult
subject, in the end they are a bit
repetitive and not very conclusive.
This is not for lack of determined
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effort: For more than 30 years, Shi-
mony has remained hopeful of a “re-
alistic” solution to such familiar para-
doxes as Bell’s theorem—through, for
example, a nonlinear theory—but he
stoically accepts that Bell’s theorem
is a harsh master whose rules have
not yet been transgressed empiri-
cally. Whether or not one thinks this
still to be a meaningful goal of either
physics or philosophy, this two-vol-
ume book presents it fairly as the
grail of much worthwhile endeavor.

Most physicists would probably be
put off by the “philosophical” style of
much of the rest of Volume 2. Nev-
ertheless, they should be interested
in chapter 9 of Volume 1, which first
appeared in 1970 and is still one of
the best elementary expositions of
the probabilistic rationale of induc-
tion and other forms of scientific in-
ference. In effect, it formalizes our
notion that it is “very likely” that the
Sun will rise today just as it did for
all our yesterdays, and that the truth
of the standard model would be made
“more certain” by the observation of
Higgs bosons. Like many familiar,
commonsense concepts, subjective
probability slips out of the firm grasp
of strict definition or quantification.
It does conform, however, with the
axioms of the probability calculus
and confirms qualitatively many of
the intuitive principles used by sci-
entists in designing experiments, as-
sessing the significance of data, judg-
ing the credibility of theories and
undertaking other typical scientific
practices.

Chapter 9 and other chapters of
Volume 1 suggest that the book was
actually intended to answer a
broader question: What sort of world
view would be natural even without
reference to the difficulties with
quantum mechanics? Shimony han-
kers after a modestly realistic an-
swer, but he is frustrated by the prob-
lem of “closing the circle” between
“oneself” as a conscious being and
“other people,” defined as entities in
a domain where consciousness can

only be inferred. This has long been
a central issue for the theory of
knowledge, and he makes a system-
atic attack on it from several direc-
tions. As with most genuine philo-
sophical questions, individual
readers must decide for themselves
whether he presents a satisfactory
answer on every contestable point.

Shimony’s brand of modest real-
ism is certainly a tenable epistemo-
logical position, but it needs to be
established in a much broader scien-
tific and philosophical context. At
various points, Shimony falls too eas-
ily into the attitude, natural in the
physical sciences, that tends to dis-
miss the types of arguments used by
biologists, for example, to account for
evolution by natural selection or for
the emergent properties of whole or-
ganisms. Biological and social “laws”
are much less universal, and their
“facts” are much more “theory-laden”
than those of physics and chemistry.
The natural world has many man-
sions that cannot be sketched logi-
cally, let alone surveyed systemati-
cally in the language of mathematics.

Shimony draws on recent at-
tempts to represent science with a
broader brush on a wider canvas.
Scientific knowledge is a social insti-
tution, generated as much by the in-
teractions between people as by their
personal thoughts and actions. The
circle to be closed is a seamless web;
solitary individuals cannot conceive
of a reality independent of the com-
munities from which they derive lan-
guage and consciousness. And scien-
tific inference 1is a mutually
supportive bootstrap operation; to-
gether, people construct out of their
shared experience what seems to
them a natural world and in the
process endow it with the properties
that physicists and philosophers ex-
plore and or define. It is a great pity
that Abner Shimony has not had the
courage to extend his search away
from the traditional lamppost, under
whose light there never was lost that
golden key.
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