Craig Pataky


Phys361@gmail.com


Modern Science and Culture





     In my last paper, I briefly discussed the declining influence of religion and the rise of science.  We started with Bruno and his claim that the Earth and its inhabitants are not necessarily unique, and moved on to Galileo's observations regarding the physical world.  Finally, we made our way to the mechanical universe of Descartes that can be described as a machine that God made that we may try to understand, and that God is always present to supervise and maintain it.





Descartes Revisited


     In Descartes, we find a wildly successful mathemetician and physicist who had the irritating tendency to oversimplify.  Consider his remark that, “…truths in science [depend on] five or six principal problems, which I succeeded in solving…” Though this statement is compelling at first read, Descartes cannot substantiate the claim. Indeed, we now know that the totality of science is not merely comprised of the “five or six” problems he has solved, but is rather a long chain of question and discovery that stretches from the dawn of recorded history to now.


      Still, the remarkable oversimplification of “five or six problems” is a minor infraction compared to another statement of his,  “If a man observes accurately, he shall never assume what is false is true.”  Such a statement begs two questions 1) How exactly does one know an observation to be accurate? and 2) Does a perfectly accurate observation always lead to an accurate truth?  For a hint at the answer, skip to the end of this essay. well done, tho you might have devoted a bit more attention to the mechanic universe and its implications.


      


Newton’s Universe


     To many, he was the greatest scientific mind of all time.  The accomplishments of Newton include the invention of calculus, the invention of the reflecting telescope,  and the unification of Copernicus, Galileo, and Kepler into one scientific theory --just to name a few.


     But for as much praise as been heaped upon his invention and accomplishment, we almost never hear of his greatest contribution to scientific philosophy.  Newton had both the humility and discipline to not overstate his understanding of the world.  He wrote, “I do not feign hypotheses” in contrast to...? which means he was unwilling to simply guess careful here the operation of something and call it truth.  He also wrote, “To explain all nature is too difficult a task for any one man or for any one age.  ‘Tis much better to do a little with certainty, and leave the rest for others that come after you…” In this way he contrasts with Descarte, who as I wrote earlier tended toward overstatement. Excellent but needs a bit more clarification.


     We must not forget, however, that Newton was heavily influenced by the mechanical world view of Descarte.  Like Descartes, Newton’s world framework was mechanical.  Like the orbits of heavenly bodies, it was believed that the motion of things on earth could all be explained with mathematical precision. Man was separate from nature, and nature, when understood, was predictable.  But unlike Descartes, Newton’s universe had no need of an active God to supervise and maintain it.  From Newton’s perspective God created the universe, set it in motion, and need not pay it further concern. Well done, again.  but you do have a tendency to break off the discussion just as it gets interesting. 





The Enduring Relationship between God and Man.


     So by the 19th century, humanity probably too general had shifted from a world view where earth was the center and nature had passion.  It was believed that the earth and its sun were just two more entities in space, as were all the stars and planets in creation.  Wild beasts, plants, and all other animals were but automatons to be used for the benefit of Man, who was unique on this earth. I am not sure that Newton would agree, tho Descartes would.


     At this point, the findings of science could still be reconciled with scripture.  After all, neither Newton nor Descartes denied the existence of God.  More than that both believe that order demonstrated that there must be an ordering principle. Indeed credit for the creation of all things were attributed to God.  Most importantly, God created Man, and so man’s place with Him was preserved--just as it had been since the dawn of creation.  


On the whole, good, but there is a critical difference in approach.  D believed that the mastery of a limited number of fundamental principles could explain all, while Newton stressed the importance of oberservation as a vehicle for reaching truth.





But just when was this dawn, anyway?


     The Earth is old, really old.  If you can name your oldest, most distant cousin and count all those years since he was born then well, that’s nothing compared to the Earth.  


     Around the mid-18th century, it became apparent to some that the world was far older than anyone had suspected.  Geology was born as scientists studied the processes of erosion and sedimentation.  It could not be escaped that the Earth existed for not just thousands of years, but for hundreds of thousands, if not millions.


     Oh my!


     Enter the scene a bright young man named Charles Darwin who spent considerable time exploring the Amazon Jungle, the Galapagos, and Tierra Del Fuego.  He noted traits of the various finches, insects, peoples, and other animals to arrive at a most revolutionary conclusion.   


     Published in his book, “The Origin of Species” Darwin put forth the theory of natural selection.  In this theory, new variants arise continually within a given population. If those variations predispose their bearers to produce more offspring than others, and those variants supplant other competitors, then after numerous generations the variation will become dominant in the population over a very long time and defined by certain environmental rules..


     What made this idea believable was that the earth was now been proven to have existed long enough for this slow evolutionary process to occurr.  


     And indeed, mankind itself was subject to evolution, and it didn’t take long for someone to find the fossils to prove it.











The Final Solution


     Suddenly, Man is no different than nature.  The clockwork universe not only keeps stars in the sky, planets aloft, and animals roaming the earth, but also provides the engine that made us who we are as well.


     God, it would seem, is not necessary for our existence and is frankly starting to feel a bit old-fashioned -- so we’ll just put that to rest now and get on with our lives.  We’re enlightened now, and I’m sure we’ll do a very good job without all this superstitious nonsense. I do not think that any of the three would wish to be so categorized.  They were not atheists


     We’ll check back with Germany, say in 1933, and see how things go.  Until then, Auf Wiedersehen!











Here is what that last sentence means:


     The theory of evolution was quickly adopted and twisted to the ends of racism, colonialism, imperialism, and free market capitalism and communism.  Evolution was used to justify the extermination if indieginous peoples around the world, and later to justify the Final Solution gassing of Jews.  Later in the 20th century we again saw ethnic cleansing in the Balkans and Rwanda.  


     As discussed in class, evolution was twisted to justify expanding national borders.  Competition to the death suddenly seemed moral, high, and justified.  


     Along those same lines, Neitzshe’sNietzsche’s work was also twisted to justify the same.


     In all cases the twist is “survival of the fittest” and “only the strong survive” and this has been the basis for man imposing insufferable cruelty on man--in modern times. Careful here social darwinism refers to an artificial acceleration of the process of natural selection


     This has always been the problem of science.


     A great mind determines the laws of momentum.  Then someone twists that knowledge to make better weapons.


     A great mind discovers radioactivity.  Then someone builds a warhead.


     A great mind figures out how evolution works.  Then someone uses it to justify wholesale extermination.


     An individual can learn, yet the masses do not.


     Observations can be accurate, yet the truth lost.


     That is what the last sentence means.





There are a number of good points in the discussion of the individuals. You do better with Descartes and Newton, but tend to be somewhat polemic as you approach the 20th cent.  Technological and scientific progress..are they morally neutral?  and if not, what should we do?  Can we stop either? do we want to?  





More specifically, the major difference between Des and New on one side and Darwin on the other is the perception of the role of human beings in the kosmos.  This problem has not been addressed adequately.  Let’s discuss this paper.  It could easily be a solid A.
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