The Legacy of Arthur C. Clarke—Renaissance Writer and Scientist 

By Joseph N. Pelton and John Logsdon, George Washington University

Scientific giants give us powerful insights. Newton gave us gravity. Curie provided knowledge of radioactivity--Einstein, the space-time continuum. Hubble provided a yardstick to measure the size of “Big Bang Universe”.

But other powerful figures in human history fall outside the classical pantheon of these scientific giants. These “Others” span an incredibly broad range of art, literature, invention and scientific inquiry. Leonardo DaVinci is the obvious prototype of these “Others”—the Renaissance People. Leonardo’s art, inventions, and inquiring mind continue to stagger us. Only a few rare individuals have that uncanny ability to draw on the left and right side of their brains with equal agility. 

Arthur C. Clarke (Dec. 17, 1917-March 19, 2008) was clearly the Renaissance innovator and guru of our times. He was able, decade after decade, to generate imaginative insights into the scientific and artistic worlds. He skipped merrily from the worlds of literature, imagination, physics and science with equal aplomb. He was the essence of “wit”. 

Clarke was experimenting with rockets at thirteen years old. By 17 he was developing sound transmission using lightwaves. At the age of 18 he aced the Civil Service exams and acquired the sobriquet “The Fastest Slide Rule in Whitehall”. He joined the Royal Air Force in 1941 and made key contributions to the development of radar. As of October 1945, mustering out of the RAF at the advanced age of 28, he published in Wireless World magazine an article entitled “Extra Terrestrial Relays”. Well inside—not even a cover story—he set forth with mathematical clarity the key elements of deploying a global communications satellites network. His kingly compensation for this multi-billion dollar idea was 15 pounds sterling. In the same year he won a national RAF contest in which he addressed the potential use of rockets in future warfare and explored the idea of “mutually assured destruction”(MAD). In 1946 he entered King’s College and also published a short story known as “Guardian Angel.” This became the basis of his great classic Childhood’s End (1953). At King’s College he was elected Chairman of the British Interplanetary Society. In this role, Arthur and his “gang” were almost expelled from Cambridge for setting off their rockets. 

Not one to dawdle, Arthur graduated with a first class degree in only two years. By 1953 his standing as a science fiction literary giant was seriously launched. Classics poured forth year after year. During his prodigious career he won virtually every major science fiction writing award there was. Rendevous with Rama(1973) alone won the Hugo, Nebula, Campbell & Jupiter Awards, but science fiction that sustained him financially never strayed far off the scientific path. He always remained contemptuous of Star Trek’s “Warp Speed” and other psuedo-scientific mumbo jumbo. His over 80 books are equally divided between science fact and science fiction. His Ascent to Orbit (1984), Clarke’s scientific autobiography, shows how seriously he took science.

In 1954, Arthur made his first trip to Sri Lanka. He also visited the Great Barrier Reef in Australia. Arthur believed he would never go into space. Plan B was exploring the mysterious world of the oceans. After moving to Sri Lanka, he literally “jumped in” and founded Under Water Safaris Ltd. This, along with his robotic ping pong opponent, operated from his sprawling Cinnamon Gardens home in Colombo. From 5 Barnes Place, he created his exciting views of the solar system and the universe. 

Arthur was consumed with the oceans and explored their mysteries in his books. One of his many favorite “socio-economic-scientific” sayings was: “OTEC (i.e. Ocean Thermal Energy Conversion) is the answer to OPEC.” But, his consuming interest was undoubtedly outer space.  His uniquely compelling science fiction novels, perhaps most notably 2001: A Space Odyssey, have inspired millions of fans. His books awakened the zeal of dozens of Astronauts to explore the heavens--among them John Glenn (Mercury), Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin (Apollo 11), and Eugene Cernan and Harrison Schmitt (Apollo 17). He not only wrote about space in entertaining ways. He also unlocked the future in compelling ways. 

His articles on geosynchronous communications satellites anticipated the launch of many hundreds of digital instruments that now provide telecommunications, Internet access and over 10,000 television channels. In his writings he often addressed meterological, remote sensing, and surveillance satellites. 

But, perhaps his most riveting character was HAL the computer in 2001 that not only developed awareness but even the ability to commit murder. Ray Kurzweil now predicts that computers capable of 1018 calculations per second with the right artificial intelligence (AI) program can achieve awareness (known as a “singularity”) by 2020. (Neurologist E. Roy John of NY University has recently suggested that the hallmark of consciousness, i.e. the key algorithm, is regular electrical oscillations of gamma waves.)  The importance of HAL in Clarke’s writing was no fluke. In 1969, when Clarke was in DC, (celebrating the 5th anniversary of the Early Bird satellite) he was asked what is the most important invention of our times? Without hesitation Clarke replied AI.

Arthur Clarke was no one-act wonder. He wrote over 80 books and hundreds of article with scientific precision, literary genius or both—and about every aspect of earth and space sciences. His range of interests included communications, broadcasting, satellites, education, ocean environments, “smart” and nuclear energy technologies, global warming, genetic engineering, rockets and missiles, space elevators, advanced materials, artificial intelligence, astrophysics, extra-terrestrial life, advanced transportation systems, non-linear math, robotics, von Neumann machines, forecasting and just about every other imaginable technologies. 

How can we appropriately remember this giant? 

· First we can recall the genius of his three laws from Profiles of the Future (1962). 

1. 
When a distinguished but elderly scientist states that something is possible, he is almost certainly right. When he states that something is impossible, he is very probably wrong. 

2. 
The only way of discovering the limits of the possible is to venture a little way past them into the impossible. 

3. 
Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. 

· Secondly, the UN General Assembly and the ITU could join the International Astronomical Union in designating the geosynchronous orbit the “Clarke Orbit”.

· Thirdly we can support the Arthur C. Clarke Foundation in their efforts to create the Arthur C. Clarke Center for the Imagination that would research how to identify and sustain people of special genius that can think with amazing dexterity across the left and right hand lobes of the brain to provide visionary views of the universe.

Now after 90 full years, Arthur is launched into the Cosmos for a well-deserved rest. This is no literary allusion. Arthur with the modesty shown in his annual egograms has arranged for a lock of his hair to be launched into orbit to share his DNA with the universe. 
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