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of properties. Good luck coming 
up with a theory that unites all of 
them. Physicists who study eter-
nal inflation—one of the possible 
consequences of the big bang—
have come to think that the “orig-
inal, rapidly expanding universe 
spawns a multitude of new uni-
verses, in a never-ending pro-
cess,” Lightman says.

Mind bending as it is, the 
multiverse theory clears up some 
confusion. It provides physicists 
with a plausible answer to a co-
nundrum that has always vexed 
the field: how our universe, with 

Theoretical	physicists	used	
to	dream of producing a “theo-
ry of everything” that would relate 
the two principal breakthroughs 
of 20th-century physics: quantum 
mechanics and Einstein’s gener-
al theory of relativity. They hoped 
such a vision would show that the 
workings of the universe can be 
explained by a few fundamental 
parameters and laws of nature.

That goal is increasing-
ly thought to be chimerical, ob-
serves Alan Lightman, a physicist 
at MIT. Advances in new areas 
of investigation have cast doubt 
on a linchpin for a “theory of ev-
erything”: the assumption that 
our universe is the only one out 
there. More and more physicists 
are open to the idea that we may 
be part of a “multiverse” that con-
tains “many different self-consis-
tent universes, with many differ-
ent properties,” he writes. 

One of the new areas of in-
vestigation, string theory, holds 
that the smallest units of ener-
gy are “extremely tiny one-di-
mensional ‘strings’ ” that operate 
in extra dimensions. Adherents 
now believe that the “string land-
scape” predicts a practically in-
finite number of possible uni-
verses, each with different sets 

its precise conditions for sup-
porting life, came into existence 
without the guiding hand of an 
intelligent designer. If, howev-
er, there is an abundance of uni-
verses, as the multiverse theo-
ry holds, it is more probable that 
one (or even more than one) 
could possess the conditions nec-
essary to foster life. 

The multiverse theory hasn’t 
won over all physicists, but it is 
the theory of choice for some of 
the field’s leading thinkers. If the 
idea wins more adherents, the 
mandate of theoretical physics 
may have to be substantially re-
vised, Lightman says. Consen-
sus on the multiverse would sug-
gest that the highly sought “theory 
of everything” is “futile, a beauti-
ful philosophical dream that sim-
ply isn’t true.”
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The Sack of the West
two millennia later, many ancient Roman aqueducts remain service-

able (after some retrofitting). operating with no external energy require-

ments, these brilliantly engineered channels functioned for centuries; in 

most cases they were vulnerable only to seismic activity—and eventual-

ly, of course, to conquest. but despite modern materials and engineering 

methods, the water delivery system of the American west is comparative-

ly ephemeral—for the sole reason that it depends so heavily on energy. 

we have built major cities in response to the engineered availability of wa-

ter, and we did so in an era when energy was cheap and apparently plenti-

ful. but ultimately the price of energy might be as destructive to our pub-

lic water supplies as invading barbarians were to Rome’s.

—AUSTIN TROY, associate professor at the Rubenstein School of  

environment and natural Resources at the University of Vermont and author of  

the Very hungry city (2011), in Design Observer (Jan. 23, 2012)
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Move Over, Einstein
T H E  S O U R C E :  “The Accidental Universe: 
Science’s Crisis of Faith” by Alan Light-
man, in Harper’s, Dec. 2011.
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