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Essay #3

Compare and contrast the three different “ordering” systems of Descartes, Newton, and Darwin.  Also, examine the social and moral implications of each system.

Descartes, Newton and Darwin presented the scientific communities of their times with ideas and explanations that flew in the face of traditional, “old” science regarding how to explain and understand the natural world.  The ideas of these three men were revolutionary in their eras and have provided a basis for much of the present day science and, to a point, philosophy.  

Ideas of the mechanical universe ”, “Newtonian framework and Darwin’s theories of evolution as “ordering” mechanisms varied in different ways which, for the purposes of this essay, will be discussed in length later.  Despite difference, all three concepts shared a common thread of perceiving the universe to be on some sort of rule system and the product of time.  As well, all three perspectives were set up in a way that “more or less” you may be underestimating the differences challenged the belief that God was in control of the natural world by presenting and arguing a scientific position separate from the divine.  
From the scientific perspective of Descartes, the natural world was explainable if a person could grasp the rule set as everything operated “according to mechanical principles.”
  His idea of an ordering system was based in a notion that the world was made up of matter that God (the Mechanic) had put into motion and then stepped away from [As a mechanic, God cannot step away from the machine.  He is constantly attending to it, as Descartes himself said.  This is not stepping away], allowing time to do as it would.  Descartes system of explanation was also rooted in the idea that man possessed a rational mind, separate of matter and capable of unbiased observation.  To gain an unbiased perspective (start with a “clean slate”) Descartes proposed that it was necessary to doubt everything initially and then move on to accurately observe the rules by discovering the principle operation of a “problem” and then apply such operations to other “problems.”
 

This idea was revolutionary in the time of Descartes when many people still associated all things natural, including humans, with the work of God.  As well, as the French population was moving towards a centralized government and away from the monarchy, Descartes ideas regarding God’s supremacy questioned the legitimacy of the royal family.  For centuries the belief had been that those who ruled did so by divine appointment.  When Descartes posited his idea, he also added fuel to the argument that perhaps the power of a king was just as earthly, and therefore foulable, as the common man. [Descartes never makes such a claim.  He “scientifically” legitimizes the existence of God and some Church views. Especially that of mankind on top just below God.  The implication is that with mankind ruling over nature you have a justification for the exploitation of the earth and its resources.]
Perhaps the best way to explain Descartes’ perspective is to look at an analogy drawn between the mechanical ordering system explanation and the workings of a clock.  Each piece of the clock, whether the dial hands or the internal cogs and wheels, moves in precise rhythm with the other parts.  They are all set to do so by a master clock maker.  The pieces though are just that, matter without the ability to reason and therefore lacking the ability to act out of the ordered sequence.  The clock would not work if one cog, no matter how small, were to decide it didn’t want to move anymore.  From the perspective of Descartes, neither would the natural, ordered world work if a piece of matter actually had life and therefore the ability to reason.
It is important to note the Descartes did not say that everything was incapable of reasoning.  He perceived matter and mind to be separate entities with man as the sole possessor of mind albeit constrained to the rules of the natural universe.  Therefore, man could think rationally and so could observe and sort out the rule set of the mechanical world.  By way of this idea, Descartes also set forth a hierarchical perception of the natural world.  Man was the top animal, capable of reason, while all other creatures fell below him. Descartes also posited a concept of Universality which Newton expanded upon.  
Newton’s framework was based on a rule set that could be deduced through observation similar to that of Descartes.  But, whereas the rules governing the mechanical universe were rather fixed, the rule set of Newton was open to reevaluation in that “Propositions deduced from observation of phenomenon should be viewed as accurate until other phenomena contradict them.”  Newton seemed to think that, while man was rational, he also was apt to be enthralled with a small bit of truth or understanding, ignoring the vast potential of what could be discovered.good  To illustrate this point, Newton used the analogy of a young boy on the beach diverted by the quest of “…finding a smoother pebble or prettier shell than ordinary, whilst the great ocean lay undiscovered…”
  (This mindset is however vulnerable to allow a large amount of bias.  When Newton questioned why it was that the universe hadn’t collapsed he more or less made up an answer (the universe was in fact infinite) that would fit rather than one that could be tested.  This isn’t exactly extreme bias at work but it could go that way quite easily.)
As well, Newton emphasized the use of mathematics as a basis for the rule set within his framework more so than Descartes had done.  He also took the idea of God being removed from the system to a greater extreme than Descartes had.  The way Newton saw things, God set off the initial movement of time but then disappeared from the scene altogether unlike Descartes observing Mechanic. [Again, Descartes’ God is still very much involved.  Newton takes God out of the picture.  In his universe, God set the laws in motion and then stepped back.  What does this say about the role of God in the universe?  With man?  If God is not involved, does he care?  And if not, where does that leave morality and redemption?]  The movement of the universe continued, according to Newton, apart from God because of the conservation of momentum; the laws of nature kept things on track rather than the intervention of the divine.
The ideas of Newton, like those of Descartes, also raised questions of the relationship of the divine and the natural world.  More so though, Newton’s concepts regarding momentum, motion and his mathematic approach are hailed has turning points in science.  Much of modern science is based on Newton’s ideas.  He took the ideas of his predecessors, like Galileo and Kepler, and synthesized a variety of premises to form one complete theory regarding energy and motion.  
In examining Darwin’s ideas regarding the order of the universe, the same idea held by Newton and, to a point, Descartes, of natural laws working things out can be observed.  Darwin ideas of evolution posited notions of competition and natural selection.  Competition between population variants, which Darwin believed were continuously developing, led to the elimination of the weaker competitor.  Over an incredibly long period of time, such a process would result in the modification of the group as a whole.  To a point this idea is similar to that of Descartes hierarchical world view as well.  This process is the framework for natural selection which was also termed as “survival of the fittest” by later scientists [they were not scientists] although Darwin never articulated such wording.
Despite similarities between Darwin’s ideas and those of Descartes and Newton, the theory of evolution took the idea of divine intervention totally out of the picture.  Variations came on account of random occurrences rather than God’s planning in any way.  Darwin didn’t even attribute an original starting of the universe by God or a Mechanic of any sort as the other two men had done.  As well, his ideas were based more in ideas from the study of biology versus physics and math.  He also did not emphasize Universality to any great extent.

By far, the implications of Darwin’s ideas have had major effects socially, it could be argued more so than the other ordering systems.  Darwin’s was a relatively broad idea, open to interpretation as can be seen by the variety of social situations it has been applied to.  Everything from free enterprise in the USA to Marx’s socialism have laid claim to being based in social Darwinism.  Perhaps the most horrific implication can be seen in the application of Darwin’s concepts to situations like racial purification in Germany where the idea of natural selection was used as a justification for countless murders of those deemed weak.  [Good, but you could have expanded more on the social implications of Darwin.  How are Darwin’s ideas manipulated to form the three “Social Darwinism” philosophies?]
The ramifications of new scientific ideas can be seen throughout the centuries.  These three proposed systems affected the societies they were introduced in as well as the world.  Evolution, the “mechanical universe”, and Newton’s framework did have differences but they also shared the revolutionary aspects of questioning God’s relationship to nature and positing that the universe operated by a set of understandable rules.  Such concepts forever changed the realms of science and the world cultures.

Stronger on Descartes and Newton, a bit too vague on  Darwin and the implications. 
Let’s discuss the paper.  B+  --jn
� Web Notes 


� Lecture, 5/2/05


� Web Notes





