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Praise for
The Universe Is Pranking Us

‘Exhilarating, playful, broad, and deep. A spectacular survey of the frontiers of contemporary science, enriched by the dialogue between Western and Indian cultural perspectives.’

—Dr Gregory Chaitin
Mathematician, computer scientist, discoverer of the Omega number, and foundational contributor to Solomonoff-Kolmogorov-Chaitin Complexity

‘In The Universe Is Pranking Us, Mrittunjoy argues that uncertainty is not just an epistemic gap but a fundamental feature of reality. Drawing from quantum mechanics, Gödel’s incompleteness theorems, chaos theory, evolutionary biology, and intellectual history, the book traces how the Western quest for absolute certainty—from Plato and Descartes through Newton and Enlightenment rationalism—reaches its breaking point in modern science. The Einstein-Bohr debates and quantum theory’s inherent probabilism highlight this shift, which the author juxtaposes with alternative epistemologies. The book rejects reductionism and linear progress narratives, proposing instead a relational, context-aware approach to knowledge. Far from a flaw, uncertainty becomes a generative force that calls for intellectual humility and plural perspectives.’

—Dr Subhash Kak
Padma Shri awardee, computer scientist, and member of the Indian Prime Minister’s Science, Technology, and Innovation Advisory Council (PM-STIAC)

 ‘Science progresses not by clinging to comforting certainties but by interrogating them. In The Universe Is Pranking Us, Dr Mrittunjoy Guha Majumdar revisits one of the most profound lessons of modern physics: that reality is under no obligation to conform to human intuition. This book dismantles intellectual complacency while reaffirming the primacy of rigorous inquiry. Doubt, when disciplined by reason and evidence, is not relativism; it is the very method of science.

This book is a provocative and timely reminder that humility before nature is the beginning of wisdom.’

—Dr Anand Ranganathan
Molecular biologist, bestselling author, professor (Jawaharlal Nehru University), and political commentator

* * *

By the Same Author

From Shiva to Schrödinger: Unravelling Cosmic Secrets with Trika Shaivism & Quantum Insights
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For my firstborn, Anandalekha—my ray of bliss
in a universe of beautiful uncertainty.
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foreword

Religious doctrine is familiar to us, but the existence of a scientific equivalent—and the fact that denying current doctrine may have serious consequences for the denier—is less well known. Jacques Benveniste, following his claim that highly diluted solutions of biological substances can retain biological properties despite containing no molecules of the original substance, discovered this to his cost, just as did the discoverer of continental drift, something climate scientists at the time considered impossible.

‘Memory of water’ is of particular interest to me because I was present at the conference where Benveniste first announced his discovery, before the vicious attack on him by the then editor of Nature (who later received a knighthood for his work). I often make the following point: the claim that water can have a memory can be readily disproved by any one of a number of easily understood but invalid arguments. An example is the argument that can be summarised as ‘no molecules, no effect,’ the problem being that it ignores the possibility—supported by computer simulations—that water itself may form complex molecular structures which could have their own biological activity.

An equally invalid argument, once put to me by a well-known physicist, is the claim that water changes its microscopic structure on such a short time scale that memory over any period would be impossible. Had this argument been valid, it would equally have demonstrated the impossibility of ferromagnetism. Scientists often say to one another about supposed heresies, ‘Clearly this is wrong,’ and this is how oversimplified perspectives persist.

The above cases involve false beliefs, and that is the focus of this book, which asks: Why are we so confident about what is inherently uncertain? Investigators have tended to presume that they are discovering the truth, but that is not actually how things are. Whatever seems true to us now may no longer hold in the future, as time passes and more is learnt about how the world works—a state of affairs explored in detail in the pages that follow.

—Professor Brian Josephson
Nobel Laureate in Physics, 1973
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preface

What if everything you have been told about finding truth is wrong? Right now, someone is promising you the answer—the answer to life, the universe, and everything within. Forty-two, you say? Not quite. Some algorithm is working overtime to convince you that the world is all about sure-thingness. But what if this is just another form of absoluteitis—an affliction that makes one smug about smoke and confident about what is inherently uncertain? What if the universe gives a wry smile every time we display our adorable human need to wrap reality in neat little packages? Because while we have been busy building intellectual fortresses of absolute truth, the cosmos has been playing by entirely different rules. Rules that change mid-game. Rules that contradict themselves. Rules that are not really rules at all. And it is in this tension between what we claim to know and what reality actually does that the real story begins.

The truth is that our entire quest for ultimate truth has been magnificently, beautifully, catastrophically misguided. You have felt it, haven’t you? That moment when the ground shifts beneath your feet. When the formula that worked yesterday fails today. When the expert’s prediction crumbles like stale bread. When you realise that behind all our confident proclamations lies something far more mysterious and alive than any theory can capture.

The Universe Is Pranking Us is your invitation to stop running from that feeling and to understand that nature is inherently full of uncertainties and grey zones. And nowhere is this more evident than in the age we live in. Your phone knows where you will be in an hour. Your feed knows what you will want to buy. Your GPS knows the fastest route home. But strip away the digital smoke and mirrors, and you will find the same truth that has always haunted human consciousness: the universe does not do absolute. It does paradox. It does mystery. It does the kind of cosmic joke that makes quantum physicists weep and philosophers reach for stronger coffee.

Here is the secret they don’t teach in school: the greatest minds in history—Einstein, Heisenberg, and Gödel—didn’t triumph because they found all the answers. They triumphed because they had the courage to ask better questions. Questions that exploded the cosy certainties of their time and revealed a reality far stranger and more wonderful than anyone had imagined. And that spirit of questioning is exactly what this book hopes to revive.

Put simply, The Universe Is Pranking Us isn’t here to give you answers. The world is drowning in answers. This book is here to give you something far more precious: the art of not knowing with grace. We are going to discover that uncertainty isn’t the enemy of wisdom; it is wisdom’s most intimate companion. That chaos isn’t the opposite of order; it is order’s dance partner. And most importantly, this book is here to show you that the question mark isn’t a sign of weakness; it’s the most powerful punctuation mark in the universe.

Before we begin, a fair warning: this journey may unsettle you, challenge your assumptions, and even dismantle a few ‘truths’. It will make you doubt everything you think you know about knowing. It will ask you to hold contradictions without collapsing, to embrace questions without demanding immediate answers, to find your footing on ground that keeps shifting beneath your feet. But here is what you will discover on the other side: freedom. The freedom that comes from no longer needing to be right all the time. The freedom to be curious instead of certain. The freedom to dance with mystery instead of wrestling it to the ground. You will find that when you stop trying to control the universe, something far more interesting happens: you start to participate in it. You become part of the cosmic conversation instead of its self-appointed judge and jury.

All I will say is to close your certainty apps. Unsubscribe from the truth-sellers. Put down the self-help books that promise to solve your life in ten easy steps. Instead, bring your sense of wonder. Bring your willingness to be wrong. Bring your capacity to laugh at the cosmic joke of human existence and to find in that laughter something approaching wisdom. The universe is vast, mysterious, and utterly indifferent to our need for neat explanations. It is also the most magnificent playground ever conceived, full of surprises, joy, and paradoxes.

Welcome to the world of the absurd. Welcome to the wild, beautiful, impossible adventure of not knowing.

—Dr Mrittunjoy Guha Majumdar
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chapter 1 
the maybe universe

‘Nature’s imagination is so much greater than man’s.’

— Richard Feynman

Absolutely! A word more worshipped than witnessed. We live in an age where everyone wants the mantra of certainty. Five-step formulas to success. Guaranteed morning routines. Clickbait headlines promising ‘The One Truth You Need to Know.’ From scientific consensus to life hacks to manifestation techniques, the hunger for absolute answers is everywhere—fast, packaged, and algorithm-approved.

The problem isn’t just the abundance of answers, but what their absence now seems to imply. In a world addicted to quick fixes, doubt feels like failure. Every TED Talk, tweet, and self-help book whispers: Be sure. Be right. Be done. There is a bestseller waiting for anyone who can slap ‘guaranteed’ on a cover—guaranteed love, guaranteed money, guaranteed enlightenment by Friday. Only if I could have put ‘guaranteed uncertainty’ on this book!

The truth is that today’s algorithm gods favour those who sound sure as nuance doesn’t trend and humility doesn’t get likes. That which is loud, sensationalist, out there, sells. Sometimes, it almost feels like we are one downloadable treatise away from solving the ultimate mysteries of the universe. Or so Instagram thinks. And once certainty becomes a performance, it doesn’t take long for the stage to fill up. This is the reason why everyone is a guru now. If you doubt it, just check their bio: ‘Truth Coach. Life Strategist. Cosmic CEO.’

Beneath the glitter and dopamine rush of ‘knowing for sure,’ something quietly rots. The very ground we stand on—science, philosophy, even reason—has been whispering for a century now that certainty is a beautiful lie. The Age of Enlightenment promised predictable precision, only for quantum physics to later shatter its foundations. Philosophy, too, aimed for rational mastery. However, now it stutters between infinite perspectives, like a radio stuck between stations. But have we ever asked ourselves: what if within reality, there isn’t an answer to be found? What if the highest wisdom is not knowing? What if the purest knowledge is learning how to lose your grip and still sing?

But before we start celebrating uncertainty, let’s take a step back and try to understand this obsession with certainty. In fact, this is not just a modern problem; it is a centuries-old quest. The Western intellectual tradition has been hell-bent on finding solid ground, as if the universe could be captured in neat, tidy packages with each label reading: ‘Objective truth. Verified fact. Irrefutable law.’ But what if all this intellectual architecture, built brick by brick, is more like a sandcastle at high tide, destined to crumble under the weight of a deeper truth? Maybe the illusion of absolutes has been a comfort blanket we have wrapped ourselves in, instead of a map to the actual terrain. And it turns out that the more we try to pin reality down, the more it slips through our fingers. Think of Plato’s eternal forms—perfect, unchanging, forever out of reach. Descartes’ methodical doubt in search of a foundation so solid it could withstand even the most vicious scepticism led him to the cogito—the mind’s unshakeable certainty of itself. Then Newton came along, laying down the clockwork universe, where everything had its place and its cause, where certainty ruled with an iron hand. And yet, this too unravelled when Einstein waltzed in, telling us that time wasn’t a fixed backdrop, but something that bent, warped, and danced with mass and energy. Then came quantum physics and suddenly, everything we thought we knew about the universe started to fall apart. It is important to note here that quantum mechanics didn’t throw away the rules; it just changed them. Instead of everything being predictable, we got entanglement and superposition, where particles can be in more than one state at the same time. Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle tells us that we can never know both a particle’s position and speed exactly at the same time as uncertainty is built into how reality works. Then, Gödel stepped in and showed that no system, whether in math or logic, can prove all truths on its own. All these breakthroughs revealed that some things will always be beyond our ability to prove.

Western philosophers like Nietzsche and Derrida, who challenged the idea of a fixed, universal truth, have become iconic figures in modern thought. We have all heard Nietzsche’s provocative claim that ‘God is dead,’ which has since become a cultural product, appearing on everything from T-shirts to tattoos. However, Nietzsche also famously proclaimed, ‘There are no facts, only interpretations,’ a notion that captures the messy reality of a world shaped by competing narratives and perspectives. Nietzsche and Derrida both basically called out the human tendency to chase certainty, saying, ‘Hey, we are missing the bigger picture!’ They reminded us that our knowledge is always a bit like trying to assemble Ikea furniture without all the parts; no matter how much we try to force it, there are always cracks. Whether it is science or philosophy, the big ideas we have built are just a snapshot from where we are standing, and they are bound to have a few wobbly bits when we look closer. However, it is worth noting that while Nietzsche and Derrida challenged the idea of absolute truth, they still operated within the traditional subject-object divide, which they sought to dismantle but never fully escaped. This lingering separation between observer and observed would soon face a far more radical challenge from an unexpected direction.

It was then that John von Neumann entered the picture, not only laying the foundations of modern computing but also grappling with the quantum conundrum of the role of the observer. Could we ever separate the observer from the observed, or are they forever tangled like your phone’s charging cable at the bottom of your bag? Around the same time, Alan Turing wasn’t just cracking codes during World War II, but also defining the limits of computation, setting up an ultimate ‘no entry’ sign for certain classes of problems. Meanwhile, philosophers like Ludwig Wittgenstein were wrestling with language and its limits, suggesting that the boundaries of our language were the boundaries of our world. In other words, if you can’t put something into words, understanding it becomes a serious challenge. And while all this intellectual heavy-lifting was going on, the French mathematician Henri Poincaré was declaring, ‘I never believe anything I cannot prove.’ But even he wasn’t immune to the cracks in the absolute. He argued that mathematics rests on conventions, a blend of structure and creativity, shaped as much by what we choose to define as by what is inherently true.

The irony is that while these thinkers were each immersed in their own intellectual worlds, they were all, unknowingly, moving towards the same conclusion: the search for certainty is not as certain as we once thought. The universe, it turns out, is not a perfectly oiled machine but something closer to a quantum funhouse, full of unexpected twists, strange reflections, and mirrors that make you wonder whether you are looking at the world or at yourself.

Can ‘Eureka!’ Be by Design?

The Western hunt for absolute truth began in ancient Greece. Plato was the first great superhero of Western metaphysical thought, imagining a realm of perfect forms, i.e., unchanging ideals like justice. Think of it as the cloud storage of all ideal concepts that are eternal, pristine, and untouched by the messiness of real life. This sentiment finds its clearest expression in his famous allegory of the cave, where we are prisoners watching flickering shadows on a wall and mistaking them for reality. The philosopher is the one who breaks free, steps into the light, and finally sees truth for what it truly is.

Then comes Aristotle, Plato’s more pragmatic sequel. If Plato was the dreamer, Aristotle was the builder—more Tony Stark than Doctor Strange! He had little interest in a hidden realm of perfect forms. Instead, he looked at the world and said, ‘Let’s start with what we can observe, measure, and dissect.’ He classified animals, analysed causality, and laid the foundations of science itself. Yet even he believed in universal principles that could be discovered through reason, like timeless coding in the source code of the cosmos. Together, they fuelled the West’s obsession with certainty, a bit like building a Google Maps for truth that is neat, absolute, and always steering you towards the ‘one right answer.’ But what if reality is less GPS and more Waze, shaped by context, constantly updating, and prone to throwing in the occasional unexpected detour?

The story takes a fascinating turn when we move from the lofty dialogues of Plato to the clean lines of mathematics and geometry. Ancient Greece wasn’t just philosophising about the soul; it was also sketching blueprints for the cosmos. Pythagoras, almost a mystic mathematician, believed numbers were not merely tools but sacred keys to the universe. For him, harmony wasn’t metaphorical; it was literal. He believed that music, planets, and even the human soul could be expressed through precise numerical ratios.

Then came Euclid, laying out his geometric postulates with the clarity of a poet writing in axioms. In Elements, the world became a canvas of triangles, circles, and proofs—a place where certainty could be drawn with a compass and straightedge. Truth here was eternal, like an untouched mandala of logic. This passion for permanence proved so powerful that it shaped Western science for millennia. Newton’s laws echoed the same longing: timeless truths etched into the structure of reality, waiting to be uncovered, much like the Pythagorean harmony of the spheres.

Yet there was always a quieter voice in the background that questioned the permanence of anything. Heraclitus was that voice. He famously said:


‘All things are in flux; the flux is subject to a unifying measure or rational principle. This principle (logos, the hidden harmony behind all change) bound opposites together in a unified tension, which is like that of a lyre, where a stable, harmonious sound emerges from the tension of the opposing forces that arise from the bow bound together by the string.’



The most crucial takeaway is that, in a world obsessed with absolutes, he dared to insist that everything flows. Reality, for him, was not a fixed map but a living current. This insight is captured in his famous remark, ‘You cannot step into the same river twice.’ It was a poetic rebellion against the idealism of Plato’s forms and the assumed solidity of Euclidean space.

What makes this insight even more intriguing is that it does not stand alone in the history of ideas. In fact, the story begins to sound unmistakably Indian. In the Upanishadic vision, the world is not false, yet neither is it ultimate—a shifting appearance grounded in a deeper reality. In Buddhism, everything is anicca—impermanent and conditioned. It is almost as if Heraclitus had wandered into a sabha (assembly) of Indian rishis (sages), nodding along as they dismantled certainty with compassion, nuance, and metaphysical patience.

We then encounter the sophists, the wandering intellectuals of ancient Greece who challenged the philosophical order long before Nietzsche or Derrida gave such challenges their modern flair. To the strict disciples of Plato and Aristotle, they were troublemakers; to others, they were early pioneers of perspective. Chief among them was Protagoras, who boldly declared, ‘Man is the measure of all things.’ In that single line, he cracked the marble pedestal on which universal truth was made to stand.

For Protagoras and his fellow sophists, truth was not a divine form floating in some metaphysical heaven; it was local, lived, and deeply human. It shifted with perception and moved with the rhythms of culture. Moreover, the sophists weren’t cloistered thinkers. They were public intellectuals who taught rhetoric and persuasion to aspiring statesmen in the bustling marketplaces of Athens. One might think of them as the ancient world’s debate coaches, TED-style mentors, and political strategists combined, sharpening arguments the way craftsmen prepared chariots for battle.

To their critics, including the famously confrontational Diogenes, they were little more than merchants of cleverness, selling verbal tricks in place of genuine wisdom. Yet even as they were mocked as con artists of the mind, their insistence on the contingency of knowledge laid important groundwork for later debates on relativism, ethics, and power. In their world, language did not merely describe reality; it actively shaped it. Like kathakars (storytellers) in an epic, they understood that who tells the story, and how, often determines what is accepted as true.

In a broader cultural sense, their thinking mirrors Indian philosophies such as Jainism’s anekāntavāda, which holds that reality is too complex to be captured from a single point of view. Hence, where Plato searched for eternal ideals, the sophists turned towards the agora, with all its noise, argument, and lived complexity. In doing so, they forced civilisation to confront a lasting question: What if truth is not a single flame, but many flickering lamps, each casting its own shadow?

It is also worth noting that the ancient Greeks were not merely pondering abstract puzzles; they were setting the stage for a philosophical tug-of-war that still shapes our understanding of truth today. On one side stood the absolutists, figures like Plato and Euclid, who dreamt of eternal forms and geometric perfection. They sought to pin down truth the way one maps constellations in the night sky: fixed, orderly, and timeless. On the other side were the relativists, the sophists with their persuasive rhetoric and Heraclitus with his ever-flowing river, who saw reality as a shifting mosaic, too fluid to be captured by rigid definitions.

This tension between the eternal and the ephemeral, between the Olympian urge for absolutes and the restless sea of human perception, did more than define Greek thought; it became part of the DNA of Western philosophy. And it was never a purely academic quarrel. The debate echoed through history, reappearing in new guises. When Newton observed falling apples and orbiting moons, he envisioned a universe governed by certainty, not unlike the concept of ṛta in Vedic cosmology: ordered, predictable, and absolute. His laws became the new scientific sutras.

Yet just as Vedanta’s idea of Māyā questions the permanence of the world, Einstein’s theory of relativity unsettled Newton’s clockwork universe. Time could stretch, space could curve, and reality revealed itself to be more subtle than previously imagined. Quantum mechanics then pushed the rupture even further. Determinism gave way to probability, particles existed in superposition, and certainty collapsed the moment observation entered the frame.

In this scientific upheaval, the ancient Greek debate between fixed truths and contextual realities found new life. The sophists, once dismissed as intellectual provocateurs, began to sound uncannily like modern physicists and postmodern thinkers. And Heraclitus might as well have been speaking of quantum fields rather than rivers. Even in our digital age, where AI systems evolve with new data and truth is filtered through algorithms and cultural lenses, the ancient dialectic between universalism and perspectivism continues to pulse beneath our screens. What once unfolded in the agora now reappears in laboratories and code, reminding us that the question of how truth holds—or shifts—has never truly been settled.

The Cartesian Shake-up

In the aftermath of Europe’s religious wars and scientific turmoil, Descartes arrived with a philosophical game-changer: Cogito, ergo sum (I think, therefore I am). Surrounded by uncertainty, he went looking for a foundation for knowledge so solid that it could not be doubted. In effect, he was pressing the ultimate intellectual reset button. This was not merely about proving existence; it was about rebuilding knowledge from the ground up, beginning with a single indubitable truth: I think, therefore I exist.

Descartes’ bold move was to privilege ‘clear and distinct ideas’ over the unreliable testimony of the senses. Sight, sound, and touch, he argued, were as deceptive as a magician’s tricks. From this move emerged the famous Cartesian split: the divide between mind and body. Thought and consciousness belonged to one realm; the physical world belonged to another, governed by predictable and mechanical laws. The universe, in Descartes’ vision, was a vast, well-oiled machine operating according to precise mathematical rules, like clockwork in motion. This mechanistic outlook was not merely philosophical.

Descartes also introduced the Cartesian coordinate system, a grid of X and Y axes that allowed reality to be mapped, measured, and mastered. More than a mathematical tool, it became a metaphor for reason’s authority over chaos. In this sense, Descartes was not just a philosopher or mathematician; he helped lay the intellectual foundations of modern science by equipping it with methodical doubt, mathematical certainty, and the conviction that the world could be fully understood through reason. Yet, intriguingly, Descartes was no great admirer of the education system of his time. In fact, he famously remarked, ‘I found myself beset by so many doubts and errors that I came to think I had gained nothing from my attempts to become educated but increasing recognition of my ignorance.’

This disillusionment with formal learning pushed Descartes to question almost everything and set him on a search for an indubitable foundation for knowledge. His philosophical project was not about passively inheriting what others had already concluded; it was about stripping away layers of uncertainty and rethinking how we arrive at truth. The challenge he set himself was stark and uncompromising: doubt everything until something beyond doubt finally reveals itself. But here lies the twist. While Descartes believed that reason and mathematics could unlock the universe’s deepest mysteries, his method does not always hold up in practice. As we will see, there are many domains where reason alone proves insufficient.

In quantum mechanics, for instance, particles do not follow neat, deterministic paths. They exist in probabilistic states, directly undermining Descartes’ vision of a fully mechanistic, clockwork universe. Chaos theory delivers a similar blow. It shows that even simple systems can behave in wildly unpredictable ways, where tiny differences in initial conditions produce dramatically different outcomes. Under such conditions, long-term prediction becomes impossible, no matter how refined the mathematics. Thus, we can see how Descartes’ ideal of a perfectly ordered universe begins to unravel when confronted with quantum uncertainty and chaotic behaviour. But the tension doesn’t end there. His famous dualism, the separation of mind and body, also fails to capture the full picture. By treating the mind as a detached observer of the body, Descartes left little room for the insights of neuroscience and psychology, which now show that thought is deeply entwined with bodily experience, emotion, and instinct.

Modern research has shown that human consciousness and decision-making cannot be explained by reason alone. Something more complex is always at work: intuition, unconscious bias, and the untidy, irrational aspects of life that resist neat Cartesian frameworks. But here’s a curious twist. Descartes was not only devoted to logic and science; he was also fascinated by the pineal gland, that small and mysterious structure in the brain. He believed it to be the point where mind and body meet. The idea became his personal solution to the mind-body problem, a kind of mental portal linking thought and matter. Later thinkers, however, found the idea deeply problematic, and the pineal gland eventually lost its status as the supposed bridge between thought and matter.

While his ideas about the pineal gland never became central to modern bioscience, Descartes’ influence on physics was profound. His vision of the universe as a vast mechanistic system, in which everything from planets to falling stones followed mathematical laws, set the stage for thinkers who came after him. A few decades later, Isaac Newton would adopt this mechanical outlook and apply it to the cosmos, giving us his laws of motion and gravity. In this sense, Descartes laid the intellectual groundwork not only for psychology but also for the physics that would shape our understanding of the universe.

However, not everyone accepted Descartes’ dualism, the sharp division between mind and body. Baruch Spinoza rejected it outright, arguing for a holistic view in which mind and matter were inseparable expressions of a single, infinite substance. Leibniz was equally unconvinced. He proposed his own vision of reality composed of monads, tiny indivisible units coordinated in harmony, offering an alternative to Descartes’ rigid separations. Yet despite these critiques, Descartes’ idea of a mathematically ordered universe and a rational mind capable of understanding it became the intellectual backbone of modern science. Additionally, Descartes also stands as an intellectual forebear of computer science. His work in analytical geometry laid the foundations for the algorithms and coordinate systems that underpin our digital world today.

To conclude, Descartes did more than separate mind from body. He created the conditions in which modern science could flourish, giving us the confidence to think systematically, measure precisely, and exert control over nature. Without him, we might still be lost in medieval mysticism, navigating the world without coordinates, or worse, trying to compute the meaning of life through alchemy and astrology.

Yet while Descartes laid the groundwork for modern science through methodical doubt and faith in mathematical certainty, his vision of a fully rational, mechanistic universe begins to falter when faced with the unpredictability of quantum mechanics, chaos theory, and lived human experience.

As we move forward, it will become clear that understanding sometimes demands more than logical structures. It requires the flexibility to live with uncertainty, complexity, and even the unknown. Descartes’ search for certainty gave us a powerful starting point, but it also revealed the limits of reason in our attempt to understand the world.

Detaching Observers from a Mechanistic Universe

As the 17th century unfolded, humanity’s quest to understand the heavens reached a turning point, and Isaac Newton emerged as the mind capable of charting the universe with unparalleled clarity. His synthesis of terrestrial and celestial mechanics was more than a scientific breakthrough; it was the intellectual equivalent of humanity installing its first cosmic navigation system. With his laws of motion and universal gravitation, Newton presented a universe that operated with the elegance and regularity of an immense celestial clock. Put simply, the cosmos was no longer a capricious or unknowable expanse. It became a vast, decipherable puzzle in which the path of every falling apple and orbiting planet could, at least in principle, be predicted once the relevant variables were known.
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