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SCIENCE

Science: Attack and Defense

The voices that comment upon science today carry a number of differ-
ent messages: two of them imply that science (and technology) are
virtually omnipotent, but one ascribes to them omnipotence for good,
the other omnipotence for evil. The Voice of Expectation says, “With
all our much-vaunted science and technology, we ought to be able to
feed all the world’s hungry, or cure cancer, or (whatever)”; in other
words, science may be adequate in content but it is being misapplied. The
Voice of Disillusionment says, “It is science and technology that are
responsible for all this pollution, or overpopulation, or war, or (whatever);
therefore, let us not support them any longer.” A third voice, that of
Doom-and-Gloom, opposes both of these, saying, “The world is in so
desperately bad a state, no amount of science or technology can ever
prevent the disasters in store for us.” There is, alas, a fourth voice. It is
not primarily directed against science but against the universities—and
thus against intellectual activities in general. What it says is simple
enough. It says, “We will destroy you.”

How should we defend science against its attackers? To what extent
should we change direction so as to work more specifically on the ap-
plications of science to the public good? Should we as scientists throw
our support behind one or other of the major social and political forces,
or indeed behind some other political force?

Of course, it may well be misleading to extrapolate present trends into
the future; the voices may die down or be extinguished by technological
victories. But if they should continue and strengthen, some argue that
we may eventually be faced with a choice between plunging into political
activity or withdrawing from the world like the monks of the Dark Ages,
to keep the candle of science burning until a serener day dawns. But
the second alternative is not a real one, for modern science cannot be
pursued in a cell like ancient learning, and very few monasteries are
equipped with oscilloscopes and centrifuges.

The first alternative is not a real one either, and this gives us the
answer to the questions above. The reasons are obvious and they are
twofold, one practical and the other theoretical. The first is that there
are only 24 hours in a day and there is only so much energy in each of
us; what we divert into political action we take away from science. The
second is that, as soon as a scientist becomes a special pleader, he loses
his status as an objective judge of evidence, so that his opinion has pre-
cisely the same worth as that of any other citizen; each one grinds his
own particular ax, and everyone knows it. The politicization of science,
like the politicization of the universities for which the radicals clamor,
is the road to its destruction. If we were to fall for this, the fourth voice

would have achieved victory from within.

No, the only effective defense of science is through strengthening
science itself. Our devotion to our research and teaching, our determina-
tion not to let them be interfered with, our instruction of laymen and of
nonscience students so that the future businessmen and lawyers really
understand something of science, our continued and lively awareness of
useful and humane applications, our careful and responsible use of funds
—these will maintain respect for science and scientists, Then we could
say with Brutus,

“There is no terror, Cassius, in your threats,
For I am arm’d so strong in honesty,
That they pass me by as the idle wind.”

—KENNETH V. THIMANN, University of California, Santa Cruz



