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Transplantation has been the birthplace of many funda-

mental scientific insights – big things, like what defines us

as individuals, what defines death, and the basic concept

that immunity can be manipulated to a therapeutic end.

Indeed, to transplanters, the word ‘‘science’’ is typically

perceived in a positive context, and science is generally a

good thing. However, with all things, there are several

vantages, and we must admit that nothing is always good

or bad . . . life is spectral, not binary. This concept is

explored by one of the fathers of our field, Sir Roy Calne,

in his new book, The Ratchet of Science: Curiosity Killed

the Cat.

As an artist, Calne possesses an exceptional ability to make

things visual (something surgeons, in particular, appreci-

ate). His use of the ratchet concept is effective in portraying

the inevitability of so-called forward progress, and that

progress’s irreversibility creates problems. Society cannot

un-know what it knows, and the process of adding context

and appropriate governance to ideas comes much slower

than the ideas themselves. Throughout this book, which is

easily read and well illustrated, numerous examples are

given, ranging from historical to contemporary, from

transplantation to thermonuclear war.

Calne’s premise is prominently (and ominously) weighted in

terms of the seemingly inevitable application of scientific

principles to military ends. A segment relating, somewhat

pessimistically, to human nature and its tendency toward

violencemakes it hard to see away out of thiswithoutmass

extinction (do not read this before going to bed unless you

relish a dream of Armageddon). The concern is amplified by

the acknowledgment that single individuals have substan-

tially more disruptive power than in centuries past, be it

through nuclearweapons or the power of the Internet, such

that disruptive behavior can be amplified in ways unimagin-

able just 75 years ago. One hopes it is not so dire, but the

simple consideration of the question provides an important

exercise for us all. Indeed, the cautionary message is all the

more powerful coming from one who has seen the

immense benefit of scientific achievement from the front

lines of the battle with disease.

For those who are engaged daily in the scientific method,

discussions such as those stimulated by this book are

important to have. This is a great means of stimulating

discussions with students and junior colleagues needing to

consider the breadth of the implications of their yet

unexplored hypotheses. For those who have a more

tangential association with science, it stresses the

complexity of progress, and the need for engagement in

society, lest we go the way of our lowest common

denominator. I recommend this to the readers of the

American Journal of Transplantation and to anyone who

cites progress as a justifying principle of life.
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