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SCIENCE

The Moral Sense of the Scientists

The recent meeting of the American Association for the Advancement
of Science provided an impressive body of evidence that many scientists
now are indeed worried about their social responsibility. The announced
theme of the week’s sessions was “How Man Has Changed His Planet,”
and the phrase provided far more than a take-off point for bragging.
It was a symptom of the unease that permeated the meeting.

Thus Thomas F. Malone warned one session that the possible conse-
quences of weather modification must be weighed “before we are called
upon to deal with them.” Malone, vice president of the Travelers Insur-
ance Company, told his audience: “The point is that there is still time
for reflective thought, for setting objectives, for weighing alternative
courses of action—in short, to act responsibly.”

In the kind of exhortation that had telling effect on its audience but
could earn little space in newspapers, Malone went on: “If the ex-
ploration of weather modification adds one more small brick to the edi-
fice that contains world conflict and supports world order, science will
have served a noble purpose by enriching human life. The burden of
responsibility for seeing that this happens is, I believe, on scientists.”

It was not only the prospects of man’s modifying weather, however,
that aroused concern. Other aspects of man’s effects on his environment
—notably air and water pollution—also stirred it up.

Questions from the audience at a session on pest control, for instance,
indicated widespread worry about the use of chemical pesticides whose
residues last a long time, such as DDT. The questioners were looking
for the kind of assurance they got from George L. Mehren, Assistant
Secretary of Agriculture, that most Government research money in
pesticides—the 1966 figure was 79 percent—is now going into non-
chemical means.

The impact of science on man’s social environment drew concern,
too, as the sessions on the races of humankind showed. The most heated
area of dispute was on the question of how scientific inquiry would do
least to feed the fires of racial animosity. One school held that the best
thing to do was stay away entirely from investigations of the differences
between the races, which one scholar labeled “pseudoscientific”’; the
other held that inquiry should go forward but that researchers have the
obligation to denounce erroneous interpretations drawn from it. Geneti-
cist Theodosius Dobzhansky, an exponent of the latter argument, added:
“And in our world a scientist has no right to be irresponsible.” The
audience applauded his sentiment.

But exactly what is the scientist’s responsibility in the matter of racial
differences? The day of arguments produced no consensus.

Nor were those attending the meeting allowed to forget the historical
examples of how science had hurt, rather than helped, mankind. Loren
C. Eiseley, a historian of science, taxed the 19th century’s evolutionists
with characterizing races other than those of Western Europe as inferior,
rather than simply different. The tags have persisted, he noted.

And Lynn T. White, Jr., another historian, argued that “both our
present science and our present technology are so tinctured with Christian
arrogance toward nature”—the attitude that it exists for the service of
man—that “the remedy must also be essentially religious.” Science and
technology, he said, cannot answer all the questions they raise.

—J. V. REISTRUP*

* This editorial is condensed from a column in the 5 January issue of The W ashington
Post and is used here by permission of the publisher.



