The S-Curves Are Forming

The Step to Man, by John Rader
Platt (John Wiley. 216 pp. $5.95),
deals with ways and means to in-
crease human intelligence. Stuart

Chase’s numerous books include
“The Proper Study of Mankind.”

By STUART CHASE

’I‘HIS collection of essays by a bio-
physicist happily marries C. P.
Snow’s “two cultures”—the world view
of the scientist and the world view of
the humanist. Dr. John R. Platt is cur-
rently associate director of the Mental
Health Institute at the University of
Michigan, and also a humanist in his
profound concern for the fate of man.
He writes clearly and well, and from
time to time strikes a note of genuine
eloquence, as when he says: “The world
is now too dangerous for anything less
than Utopia.”

The twelve essays are somewhat un-
even, and a few duplications could well
have been eliminated. But they drive
with freshness, imagination, and power
te a single conclusion: Man can prevail.
The note is primarily one of optimism.

Mankind, says Dr. Platt, is now in the
middle of the most difficult period in his
history; the Ice Ages are nothing to it.
Applied science, or technology, advanc-
ing at an exponential rate, is forcing
changes in our way of life which prop-
erly require many decades for adequate
adjustment, but which must be met, for
better or worse, in the next few years.
The population explosion, the threat of
nuclear war, the stark necessity of cre-
ating some kind of workable world
government—it is indeed a time “too dan-
gerous for anything less than Utopia.”
These essays all deal with ways and
means to increase human intelligence,
and, by using the scientific method and
attitude, to give us more power to over-
come the massive human problems that
lie ahead.

Most of us who try to understand the
changes wrought by technology see
them as something just getting under
way. We plot curves of progress—or ca-
lamity—which ascend ever more steeply.
Thus certain demographers project the
population of the world to the point of
standing-room only within a century or
two, employing accurate calculations
based on current rates of growth.

No, says Dr. Platt. We are not at the
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beginning; we are in the tumultuous
middle of cultural change. Many of the
curves which have been accelerating so
steeply are beginning, or will soon begin,
to level out, and then turn backward
into the well-known S-curve, or logistic
curve of growth, like this:

The S-curve does not mean that com-
puters, or air traffic, will stop growing,
but that the rate of growth will decline—
which is a very different proposition.
Dr. Platt challenges the predictions of
both the statisticians and the philoso-
phers by reminding them that not even
the most dynamic colony of bacteria
continues to grow exponentially when
its nutrients run out.

Well, the nutrients—or the finite limits
—are running out in a number of depart-
ments. The S-curves are forming. We
tend to look at technological trends in
too brief a time scale, says our author.
Look further, he says, and many will
slow down; they must slow down. “They
will reach implacable limits of growth
to become stable states.”

Take communication. Once we are
able to transmit sight and sound around
the world in approximately two seconds,
as is now the case, no acceleration can
be expected to increase the speed of
radio or TV.

Take transportation. The steam loco-
motive at seventy miles an hour out-
distanced the fastest bird a century ago.
Jets now travel at 600 miles an hour,
but supersonics at 2,000 miles an hour
are in the air experimentally, with rocket
planes, at 4,000 miles an hour, on the
drawing board. All this produces a per-
fectly splendid exponential curve in 100
years. But how long can it continue?
We can now send a man to any point
on earth in less than a day. The earth is
only so big. Igor Sikorsky once said that
it was too small to tolerate air speeds of
more than 500 miles an hour. Was he
thinking also of the limitation provided
by sonic boom?

Dr. Platt adduces case after case
where the S-curve is taking over. It is

forming in nuclear overkill. It is forming
in population growth, attested by the
current famine in India, and will come
by famine or by birth control—probably
both—within the next decade or so.

Alerted by this analysis, the careful
observer can find S-curves in all direc-
tions, Take numbers. The human mind
is a marvelous instrument and the chief
glory of man. But how many arbitrary
numbers can the normal mind retain?
It is now being jammed with bank ac-
count numbers, Social Security numbers,
zip code numbers, telephone numbers,
automobile license numbers, Blue Cross
numbers. How many of us are beginning
to greet a new imperative in five to ten
digits with “Oh, the hell with it’?

Dr. Platt, I might point out, receives
strong support at another level from
René Dubos of the Rockefeller Institute,
Dr. Dubos speaks for most biologists
when he says that homo sapiens ac-
quired its genetic code (DNA) during
the late Paleolithic period, and has not
changed significantly since that time.
This means that a healthy baby born to
a Cro-Magnon woman 20,000 years ago
and transported by the “time machine”
of H. G. Wells to a kindly family in
Scarsdale, New York, would grow up
little different from other children on
the block. And vice versa. The unchange-
ability of man’s genes, says Dr. Dubos,
defines the limits beyond which tech-
nology cannot force him. At some point
changes due to culture must bend over
in the S-curve demanded by the human
pool on genes. Those ten-digit numbers
may be an example.

Dr. Platt is not completely sure that
we are going to survive the ominous
test ahead, but he is sure that the test
will not be prolonged beyond fifteen to
twenty years, He compares it to the
shock-front of the pressure wave gen-
erated by a supersonic plane. We are
now on the edge of a pressure wave with
abnormal turbulence. But if the shock-
front can be passed, a much calmer
scene lies beyond, one where exponen-
tial change gives way to a steady-state
condition.

He asks all men of good will to con-
template that world, for it will have
very different patterns from those of
today. It will be Utopian in the sense
of being a world without war, without
poverty, overcrowding, disease. But
there will still be problems—more prob-
lems, I believe, than Dr. Platt allows for.

Never mind, We look beyond the
current shock-front “to a wealthy and
powerful and coordinated world society,
reaching across the solar system; a so-
ciety that might find out how to keep
itself alive and evolving for thousands
or millions of years. . . . It is a tremen-
dous prospect. It is a quantum jump.”

It is good to have a biological physi-
cist tell us so.
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“It's much more than a status symbol. Ralph and I are learning to swim.”
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