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It is time to face reality, California Institute of Technology theoretical physicist Sean Carroll
says: There is just no such thing as God, or ghosts, or human souls that reside outside of the
body. Everything in existence belongs to the natural world and is accessible to science, he argues.
In his new book The Big Picture: On the Origin of Life, Meaning, and the Universe Itself, out
this week from Dutton, Carroll describes a guiding philosophy along these lines that he calls
poetic naturalism. It excludes a supernatural or spiritual realm but still allows plenty of room for
life to have a purpose.

“I think we can bring ideas like meaning and
morality into our discussions of the natural world,”
Carroll says. “The ways that we talk about the
universe are what make it meaningful.” He
eloquently argues that point in his far-ranging
book, which takes on the origins of consciousness,
the likeliness of God based on a rigorous
application of Bayesian probability statistics, and
many other “big” questions that scientists are often
loath to tackle.

Scientific American spoke with Carroll about
his philosophy and how we can all take a closer
look at just what we truly, deeply believe.
[An edited transcript of the conversation follows.]

Q: Naturalism is the viewpoint that everything
arises from natural causes and that there is no
supernatural realm. You coin the term “poetic
naturalism” for your own particular brand of this
guiding philosophy. Why the need for a new term?

SC: Naturalism has been certainly been around
for a very long time, but as more people become
naturalists and talk to each other, their
disagreements within naturalism are interesting. I
thought there was a judicious middle ground,
which I call poetic, between “the world is just a
bunch of particles,” and “science can be used to

discover meaning and morality.”
To me the connotations of “poetic” are that

there’s some human choice that comes into how
we talk about the world. In particular, when it
comes to questions of morality and meaning, the
way we go about deciding what is right and wrong,
and meaningful or not, is not the same as the way
we discover what is true and false.

Q: Just because we have no evidence of another
realm of reality beyond the physical world, how
can we conclude it doesn’t exist?

SC: It’s not a matter of certainty, ever. I would
make the argument that if there were a
supernatural element that played a role in our
everyday life in some noticeable way, it’s very,
very likely we would have noticed it. It just seems
weird that this kind of thing would be so crucial
and yet so difficult to notice in any controlled
scientific way. I would make the case that it is
sufficiently unlikely in a fair Bayesian accounting
that we don’t need to spend any time thinking
about it anymore. Five hundred years ago it would
have been a possibility. I think these days we’re
ready to move on.

All I can say at the end of the day is we should
all be trying as hard as we can to guard against our
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individual cognitive biases, the things we want to
be true. The existence of life after death, for
example, I would love that to be true. My
cognitive bias is in favor of that. And yet I don’t
think it is true. The best we can do is try to be
honest.

Q: So do you think it’s impossible for a
religious person to believe in poetic naturalism? 

SC: Of course that depends on what you mean
by religious. There’s actually a movement called
religious naturalism. Religion involves a whole
bunch of things—practices, casts of mind, morals,
etc., so you can certainly imagine calling yourself
religious, reading the Bible, going to church and
just not believing in God. I suspect the number of
people who do that is much larger than the number
of people who admit to it.

The mistake comes when we try to pretend that
it doesn’t matter what our view of the ontology of
the world is. I think it does matter. But having
made those decisions [about your worldview],
there are many ways you can live a life that’s
meaningful and socially relevant and familial. I
think we have a misunderstanding of meaning
because we relate it to something outside the
natural world, when it doesn’t have to be that.

This argument for naturalism feels particularly
timely, when politicians and many in society are
increasingly hostile to science and evidence-based
thinking. How receptive to the approach of
naturalism do you think most people are?

I think that scientists have a sort of professional
level of understanding of the universe, and
scientists are overwhelmingly naturalists. Whereas
people on the street, or in Washington, D.C., still
don’t admit to this. There aren’t a lot of naturalists
in Congress. The way we talk about these things in
the public sphere has not caught up with the way
we understand the universe as it really is.

Q: As a physicist, what inspired you to write a
book essentially on philosophy?

SC: It evolved over a very long time. I’ve
always been interested in not only physics directly,
but also the wider consequences. I was a
philosophy minor as an undergraduate. I always
have thought that doing physics was part of a
larger intellectual project of trying to understand
the whole world in different ways.

Q: What do you hope readers take away from
this book?

SC: I think there’s a bunch of people who still,
because they just haven’t thought about it that
much, have the informal idea that science can
explain what happens when two atoms bump into
each other, but it can’t explain how the universe
started or how life began. I hope people get the
idea that we’re well on our way to answering those
questions. There’s no obstacle in our way that says
we’re just not going to be able to.
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