
SCIENCE: SERVANT OR MASTER?*
I 'R O K  M. E L A IN E  B O T H A , 1 apartment of Philosophy, W J o r  CUE  
A IIS'I /{A C T
/ he so-called omnipotence o f  modern science and technology rests on fundamental 

convictions and views regarding their basic nature. The mythical claims as to the 
demonic or magical role played by science in society are strengthened on the one hand by 
the scientists, and on the other hand they Jind an easy access to a "lay" public. I  he beliej 
in the omnipotence oj science leads to a belief in progress which, in the context oj the 
modern science and technology which have been “freed o/  values”, is endowed with the 
Kile  oj saviour in a world devoid oj mysticism. For the practice of academic and 
intellectual stewardship in the allocation oj a legitimate but limited role to science, one of 
the primary pre-requisites is the dernythologizing o f  the over-extended expectations 
cherished oj science as an idol o f  progress.

YVIien fu tu re  g ene ra t io ns  look back  on o u r  (lay, they will envy us lor having  
lived in a n  age  of brill iant ach ievem ents  in m a ny  fields, an d  not the  least in 
science a n d  technology. We seem to be at the  threshold  o f  basic knowledge 
concern ing  the  origins o f  life, the  chem ical  e lem ents a n d  the galaxies. We 
are  n ea r  an  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  the fu n d a m e n ta l  consti tuen ts  o f  m a tte r ,  o f  the  
process by w hich the  b ra in  works a n d  o f  the  factors govern ing  h u m a n  
behaviour.  W e have lau nch ed  into physical space a n d  have begun  to  see 
how  to c o n q u e r  h u n g e r  a n d  disease on  a large scale. Not only is scientific 
knowledge appl icab le  to a w ider ran ge  o f  ideas, b u t  it is also growing 
q uan t i ta t iv e ly  to such an  ex ten t ,  tha t  it d om ina tes  h u m a n  life. (H olton, 
1964). In the  light ol these deve lopm en ts  it is ap p ro p r ia te  lha i  searching  
questions a re  now asked ab ou t  the  function  a n d  place of this lusty giant. 
Views ab ou t  the  p lace o f  science — as il is, o r  as it should  be — differ. Som e 
writers a rg u e  th a t  science is c la im in g  too m u ch  o f  o u r  a l leg iance an d  
requires  too m u ch  sacrifice on the  p a r t  o f  the  public . O th e rs  a rg ue  tha t  
science has never  really been a p p re c ia te d  the  way it ought to  be. Science, we 
w ould  all agree, is not a simple m a tte r .  T h is  is backed  u p  by the  fact tha t  
scientists bo th  in the  n a tu ra l  sciences, social sciences a n d  hum anit ies ,  need 
m any  years ol t ra in ing . Yet, when we a re  confron ted  with the com plexity  of 
a world d o m in a te d  a n d  de te rm ine d  a n d  even m a n ip u la te d  by science, we 
oltcn  act as il it would be possible to com e up  with simple a n d  instant
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solutions. A c en tu ry  ago the  Swiss historian  Jacob  B u rckhard t  foresaw that 
ours w ould  be the  age o f  the  great “ simplifiers”  a n d  tha t  the  esscnce of 
ty ra n n y  was the  d en ia l  o f  com plexity . W he n  dea l ing  with the  p rob lem  <>l 
living in a scientific world, this has to h r  kept in m ind: Science is com plex, its 
m a rr ia ge  to technology is even m ore com plex  a n d  the  way it has de te rm ine d  
o u r  lives a n d  o u r  values, is not easy to unravel .  'I 'he p rob lem s p ro du ced  by 
the in terre la tionsh ip  of these m a m m o th  powers have confron ted  m odern  
m a n  with challenges so com plex  a n d  overw helm ing  in scale tha t  their 
ind iv idua l  an d  p rac t ica l  so lutions seem to recede in a fog o f  political an d  
econom ic  constra in ts .  T h e  m a jo r  p ro b le m  in which (his in terre la t ionsh ip  of 
factors has surfaced  has been the  energy  crisis a n d  the  fuel p rob lem . A 
c o m m o d ity  that the  m a jo r i ty  o f  peop le  lias taken  for g ra n te d  over  a long 
period  o f  time, has sudden ly  p roved  to be the  most vu lne rab le  aspect o f  the 
m o de rn  indus tr ia l ized  world. I 'he effects th a t  this crisis has had  on the 
econom ies o ft  he w orld  a n d  the lifestyles o f  people has p roved  how fragile the 
cha in  of in terre la ted  factors arc, on which m any  have built  the ir  future.

T hese  deve lopm en ts  seem to be sy m p tom atic  o f  an  identi ty  crisis o f  the 
W estern  world, one in w hich  the most im p o r ta n t  belief o f  the  va lue  and  
belie f system of  m o de rn  society is b re ak in g  dow n  a n d  is giving rise to 
questions co ncern ing  the  validity  o f  its basic assumptions. M o d e rn  m a n  
seems to have learn t  to live a cc o rd ing  to a ce r ta in  “ im age” o r  bclicl in 
science a n d  this belie f has been be t raye d .  T h is  basic belie f is the  belief in 
progress: one o f  the  idols o f  o u r  time. H istorically  this belief has become 
in te rre la ted  with two o th e r  m a jo r  factors w hich have developed  as 
d o m in a n t  cu l tu ra l  factors in m o d e rn  society, technology a n d  the pow er  ol 
h u m a n  o rgan iza t ion  (V an  Ricsscn, 1971). P e rha ps  the  m a n n e r  in w hich the 
m ajo r i ty  o f  people have experienced  the presence o f  these m a jo r  factors in 
the ir  lives, is in the form of  nega tive  forces, such as e.g. bu reau c rac y ,  
technocracy  and  scientism. F u n d a m e n ta l ly ,  these d is torted  deve lopm ents  
rep resen t  the  pow er o f  o rg an iza t ion ,  technology  a n d  science in h u m a n  life. 
E vidence  for this s ta te m e n t  c a n  b e d r a w n  from the  everyday  experience. It is 
inc on g ru ou s  tha t  it is possible th a t  highly co m p u te r iz e d  a irw ays can 
ac tu a l ly  be helpless in the  face o f  one pistol w av ing  terrorist ,  or just p onder  
the  powerlessncss of t ry ing  to t rack  dow n a responsib le person or  agency  in 
the  m a ze  o f  any  m o de rn  b u reau c rac y .  T echno logy  has en r iched  h u m a n  life, 
tha t  is c lea r,  but it has also enslaved  it. T h is  d e m o n ic  ho ld  ol the  p ow er  of 
h u m a n  cu l tu ra l  en d e a v o u r  becomes c lea r  when the  m a n n e r  in which 
science has influenced h u m a n  life th ro u g h  the  religious m o t iva t ing  Ibiee ol 
scientism, is considered . Science seems to have p rov ided  m o de rn  cu l tu re  
with a whole host o f  religious images a n d  idols w hich have acqu ired

2



S cien cc: serv a n t or  m a ste r ?
tremendous inllucncc in human life. '1’lie purpose of this article is an attempt 
to runic to terms with some of the underlying convictions that have 
propelled science in such an anti normative direction. This will he done by 
analyzing a few of llie basic assumptions that have inllucnced our culture 
and have determined what the role of science anil the authority of science 

’will he in such a scientizcd culture. It is possible to identify various basic 
images that are generally formed concerning science and that will assist the 
process ol analysis in order to discover some of the basic assumptions of 
scientists.
P K R C l i P T l O N S  O F  SCIENCK:

When dealing with various perceptions concerning sciencc, its nature and 
role in society, it soon becomes clear that science, scientists and academic 
institutions cannot be held solely responsible for the strange images and 
beliefs that are held by the public about the demonic, or magical role that 
science is believed to play in society. O f course sciencc has contributed to 
lliesc myths, but the lay public: is very susceptible to the mythical claims of 
an overrated scientific enterprise.
Holton (l!)(>4) distinguishes seven basic images that are generally formed 
about science:
* Science is regarded as (he endeavour through which the mind linds truth 
and by which tools are found for ellective action. This identification of 
scientific truth with 7 ruth, is one of the general fallacies about science.
* A second longstanding image o f science is that o f the scientist as 
iconoclast. Almost every major scientific advance has been interpreted — 
either triumphantly or with apprehension — as a blow' against religion. To  
some extent science was pushed into this position by the tendency to appeal 
to (iod  to solve the unsolvable riddles ol science. In this fashion (Jod 
limctioned as “a CJod o f the gaps” with the result that whenever sc ience 
made any real advances in the direction o f solving this apparently 
unsolvable riddles, it was interpreted as a blow against religion! 'Che 
advance ol knowledge therefore inevitably brought about an apparent 
conflict between science and religion, (iradually it became clear what a 
large price had to be paid lor this misunderstanding o f both the nature of 
sc ici ice and the nature o f religion. To base religious beliefs on an estimate of 
what science cannot do, is as loolliardy as it is blasphemous (ilo lion , 1964,
I HO).

* The third image o f science is that o f an evil lorce which can invade,
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Possess, pervert an d  destroy m an . A ccord ing  to  this view scientific morality  
is inheren tly  negative. This  im age is often s t ren thencd  l>y the way in which 
scientific knowledge is applied  in technology. T h e  fact tha t  the fruits of 
science a re  often very effective, ava i lab le  in massive quan t i t ie s  a n d  easily 
d is tr ibu ted ,  lias b rough t  ab ou t  an  inescapable  h u m a n  d ilem m a: m a nk in d  is 
t e m p te d  to reach  out for the  fruits of these deve lopm ents  yet a re  aw are  of t he 
fact tha t  it is not q u i te  sure tha t  it is ab le  to cope with the  effects ol these I mils 
in h u m a n  and  societal life. T his  d i le m m a  c a n  most p robably  no  longer I»' 
resolved, a n d  this increases the  anxie ty  a n d  confusion co ncern ing  science. A 
c u rre n t  sy m p to m  of this d i lem m a is the  p o p u la r  identif ication  o f  science 
with the technology o f  super  weapons. M oreover  these choices tha t  have to be 
m a d e  by scientists a re  e m b e d d e d  in a socia l ,  econom ic  a n d  m ili ta ry  se tup  in 
which the  final con tro l  is no t  in the  h an d s  o f  the  scientists any  m ore, but in 
the  hands  of  those who exercise political contro l  o f  society.
* W h e re  the  last two views held  th a t  m a n  is inh eren t ly  good a n d  science 
evil, the  next im age is based  oil the  opposite  assum ption , i.e. tha t  m an  
canno t  be trusted  with scientific a n d  technica l  knowledge. Science, seen as 
indirectly  responsible for the  pow er  of m an  to destroy the world , is r egarded  
as eth ically  neu tra l .  T h e  solution to this p ro b le m  is the n  sought in calling  a 
m o ra to r iu m  on the  d eve lopm en t  an d  im p lem en ta t ion  of science until 
m a n k in d  has som ehow  deve loped  resources to deal with this evil personality  
tra i t .  Ironically  enou gh  the re  are  m a n y  who expect tha t  science will 
even tually  also p rov ide  the  answ er  to this p rob lem  of h u m a n  evil by 
p rov id ing  sufficient insight into  the  causes ol w ar  and  agression amongst 
men.
* A no th e r  p revalent im age o f  science holds th a t  while ne i ther  science nor 
m a n  m a y  be inheren t ly  evil, th e  rise of science has b ro u g h t  ab o u t  disast rot is 
changes an d  consequences. A p a r t  from ecological effects o f  science, it has led 
to a corrosion o f  values an d  consequen tly  to relativism. T h is  image 
rep resen ts  a position o f  revulsion tow ards  science o r  a  crit ical a t t i tu d e  which 
b lam es  science for the  deve lo pm en t  o f  a rclativistic a t t i tu d e  tow ards  values.
* Because of  the  sem blance  o f  o m n ip o ten ce  th a t  science has acq u ire d  and  
because o f  its intrinsic lack o f  l imitations, science is often regarded  as a 
m agica l  force w hich  is in p rinc ip le  ab le  to  do  any th ing .  T h e  a t t i tu d e  
tow a rds  the  scientist a n d  science 011 this p la ne  ranges from te rro r  to 
sen t im en ta l  subservience. T h is  a t t i tu d e  o f  uncri t ica l  rcvcrcncc tow a ids  
science a n d  its theories adds  to the  limitless pow er o f  science in m odern  life.
* T h e  ab ov em entioned  influence can  also be re la ted  to the p h e n om eno n  ol 
scientism, an  ad d ic t ion  to science a n d  its results. P e rha ps  the  most salient 
sym p tom s of  this a t t i tu d e  is the  ten den cy  to d iv ide know ledge  into two 
categories: science an d  non-sense; o r  the  view tha t  the  m a th e m a t ic a l  sciences
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and i lie large research laboratory oiler I lie only permissable models lor 
succcsliilly em ploying the mind or organizing effort and tlie identification of 
science with technology (Holton, 1064, p. 185).
Science lias departed from the small setting of the individual research 
worker with a small group of colleagues and students to the point where it 
has heroine part of the big industry, military and political complexes, with 
ilic result that it is difficult to ignore the results o f scientific research. Big 
01 ganizat ions and big money disseminates the results o f rcscarc.il to such and 
extent that society is succumbing to the temptation to make science and its 
insights, values, fruits and ruling guidelines o f human life.
from  this list o f  current perspectives on science it is quite clear that we are 
dealing with a factor o f such significance in human life, that it is imperative 
to analyze those dynamic spiritual forces which motivates the scientific 
enlerprize and also to demythologizc the omnipotent and often demonic 
powers which this force has acquired in modern technological society. This 
implies harnessing the creative powers o f the human mind, capturing them 
lo make them obedient to what should ultimately guide all human 
endeavour viz. the motive o f the dynam ic rule o f God in this world. In order 
to do this, we need to know why science has acquired these mythological 
dimensions.
S( IIKNCE: TH E M OS T PO W ER FU L M YTH O f  O lIR  TIM ES

( )nc of the reasons lor the power of science is the fact that it represents a type 
of knowledge which differs fundamentally from other types of knowledge. 
Where Ja tluu l knowledge guides human practical life and makes it possible 
for human beings lo apply their knowledge to a diversity of practical 
pm poses, scientific knowledge is pre-dominanlly systematized knowledge 
aimed at uncovering the regularities which govern phenomena. This type of 
knowledge is always interested in generalities and not in a specific instance, 
event or happening and is usually formulated in universal statements. 
Scientific theories aim at universally valid statements concerning the 
regularities that regulate natural and human phenomena. It is exactly this 
pretentious type o f claim which is an intrinsic part of the scientific 
endeavour w hitli provides it with I he aura o f om nipotence and infallibility. 
When this claim is further enhanced with the qualification that it is 
“objectively true” , neutral and valueliee, it is very difficult to oppose the 
claims made in the name o f this powerful giant o f modern culture. This 
approach argues that the scientist ought not be com pletely cleansed o f any
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bias, p reconcep t ions  a n d  p re jud ice  tl iat he miglil have  ab o u t  the  facts that 
he observes a n d  th a t  it w ould  be possible for h im  to com e to d ep e n d a b le  and  
ce r ta in  insight co ncern ing  the  world  by m eans  o f  p u re  an d  u n c o n ta m in a lc d  
observation . T h e  so called “ b ru te  facts”  would be prov ided  by this pu re  and  
u n c o n ta m in a te d  observation  a n d  then  scientific theories would be con- 
sti t i d e d  to try to exp la in  these facts. Because o f  the  p h e n o m e n a l  success of 
the  n a tu ra l  sciences in ex p la in ing  the  regularities  governing  na tu ra l  
p h e n o m e n a ,  it was assum ed th a t  the  sam e w ould  be possible in the  social 
sciences an d  in this w ay  w h a te v e r  s ta tem en t  was qualif ied  by the adjective  
“ scientif ic '’ becam e synonom ous w ith  ce r t i tude ,  t ru th  an d  even sometimes 
infallibil ity! W hy  would this way o f  looking at the world develop  into one  of 
the  most powerful m y ths  a n d  images of  o u r  times? V a n  Ricssen (1*171, |>. 
217) c laim s th a t  the  sterile scientific m e th od  w hich abs trac ts  from the 
concre te  situa tions o fe ve ry da y  life, comes u p  with theories which a t tem p t  to 
fo rm ula te  universally-valid  laws. T h e y  acq u ire  a  coercive pow er  over 
h u m a n  life a n d  because they a rc  the  end  p roduc ts  o f  a  scientific m ethod  
w hich  cla im s to be va lue  free (bu t  o f  course is not ac tu a l ly  va lue  free) they 
p ro jec t  the  a t t i tu d e  o f  “ scientific secu larism ” into the  p roduc ts  o f  science 
a n d  so p e n e tra te  the  world u n d e r  the guise o f  “ ob jec tiv ity” b u t  actually  
laden  with the  values o f  secularism . It is a tw en tie th  cen tu ry  scientist who 
observed  tha t  m o d e rn  m a n  m a y  h ave  succeeded  in e m a n c ip a t in g  him self  
Ironi his belief in the m agical  pow ers o f  the  su p e rn a tu ra l  agencies only to 
p lunge  in the m agica l  pow ers o f  science... “ a belief tha t  prccise m e a su re 
m e n t  a n d  p rodig ious ca lcu la t ion  will lead not only to w idespread  h u m a n  
happiness.. .  b u t  to a  know ledge  o f  nit im ate  reality, which the philosophers 
have vainly  sought th ro u g h  the  ages” (A n d a rd e ,  1957). T h is  is the  faith in 
science w hich has becom e such an  integral p a r t  o f  o u r  m o dern  lifestyle and  
cult urc , tha t  the  revela tions  m a d e  in the  n a m e  o f  the  goddess of  science, are  
seldom  doubted!  T h is  has given rise to the d og m a  o f  scientism.

T H E  D O G M A  O F  S C I E N T I S M

W hen  a white robed  scientist m om en ta r i ly  looking aw ay  from his m icro 
scope o r  cyclotron, makes some p ro n o u n c e m e n t  for the  genera l public , lie 
m ay  no t be unders tood , b u t  a t  least he is ce r ta in  to be believed. T h e  
s ta tem en ts  m a d e  by scientists a re  seldom d ou b ted .  S ta tesm en, politicians, 
industrialists,  ministers o f  religion, civic leaders, philosophers a re  all 
ques t io ned  a n d  critic ized , b u t  scientists ... h a rd ly  ever! T h u s  the  w oik l  is 
dev ided  into scientists, w ho p rac t ice  the  art  o f  infallibility a n d  non-scientists 
— som etim es called  lay m en  — w ho  a rc  taken  in by it. T h e y  sec the 
m arvelous things tha t  science has done  an d  is impressed a n d  overaw ed  by it.

(i



S c ien ce: se r v a n t  o r  m a s te r ?

T o  a ce r ta in  e x ten t  this a t t i tu d e  o f  tlie non-scientist is u n d e rs ta n d a b le  a n d  
also legitimate. Science lias given m a n k in d  m any  wonderful things, 
penicill in, r a d iu m  a n d  o th e r  t rea tm e n ts  for cancer ,  to m ention  only a lew ol 
the  most impressive discoveries in the  m edical  field. O nes  first response 
tow ards  science is usually positive. Yet, it is exactly  this na'ievi and  
uncr i t ica l  a t t i tu d e  tow ards science which is charac ter is t ic  ol the  m odern  
d o g m a  ol scientism (S tandcn , iy.r>0). It m eans  m ore tha n  the  cult ol 
quan tif ica tion ;  it implies a naturalis t ic  world  view in w hich m an , na tu re  
and  society are seen as “ objects” which c an  be unders tood  prim arily  by the 
met hods o f  physics. T h is  dog m a o rig ina ted  in the  philosophy ol Descartes in 
the  seven teen th  cen tu ry  a n d  had  as one  ol its d o m in a n t  assum ptions the 
de term inis tic  an d  m echanist ic  view ol the  universe, m a n  a n d  society. 1 he 
legacy of  C ar tes ian ism  historically  b lended  with the  legacy ol (he empiricist 
a n d  the  positivist t rad it ion  to b ring  ab ou t  one ol the  most fun da m en ta l  
beliefs charac ter is t ic  o f  m o de rn  science: T h e  doc tr ine  of n eu tra l i ty  and  
value-freedom.

A s trange  an om aly  is built into this conception: It  states tha t  the  scientific 
en te rp r ise  should  be free from the co n tam ina t io n  ol all possible bias, 
p re jud ice  a n d  value ju d g e m e n ts  an d  religious and  political beliefs. 1 his 
implies tha t  the  scientist is called to shed all these com m itm en ts  and  
convictions before he en ters  the lab o ra to ry  o r  the  study; yet w hen  he leaves 
his labora to ry ,  then  the  pub lic  seem to be q u i te  satisfied tha t  he m ay now 
speak au tho ro ta l ivc ly  on all possible a n d  impossible questions in the  n am e of 
science. His “ beliefs”  are  then  regarded  sacrosanct anti  therefore beyond  
questioning. T his  “ one way a t t i tu d e ” in w hich political a n d  o th e r  beliefs are  
supposed  not to be present in o r  influence scientific a t t i tudes ,  but the 
scientists arc  a l low ed full reign in the  o th e r  d irection , is i l lustra ted  by the 
p ow er  o f  the  fiublic upuuon poll. O n e  o f  the  foremost spokesm an o f  a 
posit ivistic a n d  behaviouralis t ic  a p p ro a c h  in the  social sciences, F u n d  berg, 
a rgues  q u i te  explicitly, tha t  the scientific sa lvation  o f  society consists in the 
e l im ina t ion  o f  politics in favour of the  adm in is tra t io n  of public  policies 
d ra w n  up  by the social scientists a n d  va l ida ted  by scientific techniques. 
Forem ost am ongst  t hese techniques  is the  a lready  m e n tioned  public  opinion  
poll. T h is  te ch n iq ue  is a cc la im ed  to be the  solu tion  ol the  impasse b rough t  
abou t  by the  conflict betw een  a u th o r i ta r ia n  contro l  011 the one h and  and  the 
public  will on  the  o th e r  hand . T h e  public  op in ion  poll, F u n d b e rg  argues, 
c an  bridge this gap, by substi tu t ing  the  whole an t iq u a te d  dem ocra tic  
p ro c e d u re  with a scientific substi tu te . It w ould  also rep lace the  whole range  
ol political choices a n d  decisions with scientific d iagnoses a n d  decisions 
(N la tm an , 1966, p. 73).
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This is just one minute example oft lie way in which wc arc brainwashed into 
believing I he so called neutrality o f s< iem c. What is actually happening, is 
the following:

Science is elevated to a realm free from values;
I hider this guise o f neutrality and objectivity it is then given entry to all 
aspects of society.
( )ncc it has acquired aexcss to an area or a realm o f society it claims t hat it 
ought to have the final and dccisivc say — once again 011 the basis of its so 
called objectivity and neutrality.

What has actually happened in this process is o f coursc t he fact that one set of 
com m itm ents and beliefs (political in nature) have been supplanted and 
replaced by another set o f commitments and beliefs. Bccause these 
com m itm ents claim to be scientific they are often not questioned by the 
public and accepted uncritically. An important reason why science is given 
this important position is because it is believed to implicitly embody fn n g im .

SCIENCE A N D  T H E  IDEO LO G Y OK “ PR O G R ESS”
Peter Shoulls* argues that the specific, connotation o f progress being 
synonomous with seicncc, dates from the period after the M iddle Ages. Each 
age, Shoulls claims, seems to institutionalize its own concept of progress. 
The modern notion o f progress which has bec.omc part o f modern man's 
terminology, dates from Descartes (Cf. Obitts, 1973). In the modern era 
Dcscartes provides us with a well rlclmcd and clear criterion of what ought 
to be regarded as “ progress” ... Science is viewed as the means by which it is 
possible to bring about progress and through progress also human 
happiness. Shoulls claims that Descartes argues as follows:
Human reason can eomc to clear and distinct understanding of reality. 
Human reason is the only reliable point of departure in our relationship to 
the world. Human reason provides us with d ear and distinct insight into 
truth. Truth is arrived at by means of the rational method. Scicncc provides

• I.celiire Rivrn In the Philosophy department .11 University of Allierla, Kdinoiilnn, ( !;in;id;t,
I «mi.
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S c ien ce: se r v a n t  o r  m a s te r ?
ce r t i tud e  a n d  ihcrcl'ore g uaran tees  progress, P rejud ice  is ch a rac te r ized  by a 
lack o f  clarity  (obscurity). (T he  sequel of this a rgue  is o f  course tha t  the m ind  
has to be c leared  o f  all these obscurities (prejudices) in o rd e r  to come to clear 
insight.)

This implies tha t  there  is no possibility to have different points o f  view ab ou t  
any  m a tte r .  T h e re  is only one co rrec t  view a b o u t  a m a t te r  a n d  tha t  is the 
scientific view, which is reached  by m eans o f  the  rational m ethod . O n ce  m a n  is 
e q u ip ped  with this ra t ional ,  scientific knowledge, he is able to m aster  a n d  
contro l n a tu re .  T his  takes p lace th ro u g h  the app l ica t ion  of scientific insights 
in technology.

T h e  sequel o f  the a rg um en t  is now clear:

I lu m a n  reason can  acqu ire  c lear  a n d  distinct insight.
T his  knowledge is indubitable .
A pplica tion  of this knowledge, w hich is t ru th ,  is “ good” .

This was one  o f  the most im p o r ta n t  images w hich  lie a t  the  philosophical 
roots o f  o u r  m o d e rn  idol o f  progress. W ha t,  o f  course, is in need of 
ex p lana t ion  is how this very im p o r ta n t  im age w hich lies at the  philosophical 
roots o f  the  m o de rn  Idol o f  progress, become & Jaith  in progress:1

F a i th  should  be unders tood  as a p ropelling , a l l -em b rac in g  vision, which 
direct persons in every th ing  they feel, th ink  o r  do. W hen  images from the 
world  o f  science o r  o f  philosophy  a re  a b so rb ed  in to  the  basic e lem en ts  o f  a 
world view, then  it inescapable influences the  a rch i tec tu re  of  h u m a n  society, 
its values a n d  basic beliefs. T h e  im p o r ta n t  deve lopm ents  o f  the 18th cen tury ,  
especially the n a tu ra l  scientific insights o f  N ew ton  and  others, gave rise to the 
conv ic tion  tha t  these d eve lopm en ts  were the  o u tc o m e  o f  h u m a n  reason an d  
would inevitably lead to progress in all areas o f  h u m a n  life. It was also 
s im u l taneous ly  infected  with a  lew o th e r  e lem en ts  o f  E n l igh ten m en t  
th inking, vi/..:

* A s tron g  an t i -C h r is t ian  a t t i tu d e  iu which reason  a n d  litith were seen as 
opposite  poles.
* The paradise  im age o f  w h a t  science w ould  eventually  bring  about.
* T h e  ideals o f  social im provem ent.

T h e  idea — the im age  of  progress — b ecam e  a n  idol o f  progress, a religious 
conv ic tion  an d  choice w hich indelibly  pu l the  s ta m p  on  the  m in d  a n d
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M .F. B oth a

actions of people. Modern man learnt to live by faith; fail li in progress, hope 
in progress anti love for progress. Progress lias concretely conjured up the 
image of a society which will inevitably lead to social amelioration and even 
moral progress through the implementation of human knowledge and the 
application of technology. Unfortunately these projected and expected 
developments will depend on the developm ent of the productive forces in 
society: capital, labour, stable political systems and of course the availability 
of resources. Now that one important link in the chain has been heavily 
strained and taxed: the availability of energy, the whole edifice of this belief 
system seems to have been jeopardized. A sample question could illustrate 
this. If progress depends on standard o f living and that is measured by the 
ownership of motorcars, then how will the world sustain a billion private 
cars.’’ If it cannot, society is doomed to permanent gross inequality or lo a 
sharp decline in the standards oft he West. For with some five billion people 
we have a billion families, who more or less would be refused the i iglit of ear 
ownership. Which ones ought to be refused? Neither prospect — pcrmanetil 
inequality or decline — is attractive, but who can see another? (Ravel/., 
I'.W), p. ««)).
This belief in progress seems to be a self perpetuating cycle:
Faith in progress gradually leads to the identification o f progress with 
material well being. Progress implies the application of science and 
technology. Technology it is assumed, would lead to more possibilities of 
production. Production would bring about more consumption. Consum p
tion inevitably leads to econom ic growth (so it is believed). Kconomie 
growth can be stimulated by cultivating “ needs” . Awareness o f needs are 
raised by advertising. Advertising in its turn, appeals to the notion of 
progress to stimulate consumption! This has led to the exploitation of the 
earth, to pollution and to the creation of destructive nuclear weapons which 
are to he em ployed in the defence o f the world. It is clear that the ecological 
crisis has been one oft he constant companions oft lie notion of progress. This 
crisis has been widely discussed by both the so called Club of Rome 
intellectuals (M eadows, 1981), who prophecy doom and their opponents 
who claim  the one should cx|>ect the solution o f this ecological crisis from 
science itself. Yet, it was exactly the application o f science unlimited that led 
to the possibility o f t he leak at Three M iles Island. In spite o f modern m an’s 
elevated image o f science, it seems to have become one o f “ the gods that 
failed us” (A term borrowed from Arthur Koestler). O ne important reason 
for this collapse in the faith in scient e lias been the discovery that science was 
actually misguiding society under I he guise o f value freedom.

10



S cien ce: se r v a n t or  m a ste r ?
T l l l i  DISILLUSK>NM K N T O F  LIVING IN A SC IK NT IFIC  W ORLD

All hough science pretended that it was value free, it had values tucked into 
each one ol its premises and many ol those premises were ol such a nature 
that they ruled out the possibility of ever coining to any theoretical 
understanding I hat the world man lives in is G od’s world. Other factors 
have also been instrumental in this process. O ne of these lactors is the 
am bivalence of science. The titles of many books dealing with modern 
.science testify to the fact that science seems to be imbued with this 
ambivalent nature. Science: Servant or master? (M orgenthau, 1972), and 
Jacques Lllul’s M ew Demum  describe science as a phenomenal force in 
modcrn society, which is being implemented for both good and evil purposes. 
Van Riessen (1971) gives a valid explanation for this strange characteristic 
ol .science and for the fact that it has acquired such a formidable position in 
modern society. Modern secularized culture, he claims, has acquired the 
image of self sufficiency. It gives the impression of having developed to a 
position independent o f God. The powers of modern culture, lie argues, ol 
which science and technology form the most important driving forces, seeni 
to have come of age, they appear to have no need tor God and faith. This 
semblance of outonoiny and independence functions in society. It permeates 
society like a ferment, gives it a “ lilt” , but also inflates it with faith in itsell 
and especially its own intellectual and technological powers. Just as 
inflation in the economy means that the level of productivity and output is 
not equal to the mount of money in circulation, and the money itself has 
become valueless, so it is also the case with the scientific mind-set. Science 
has created an image of man-independent-lrom-God. h  claims to be able to 
provide the guidelines for a new society; it even succeeds in verifying this 
claim, yet indie long run, it fails to live up to its own claims. On the one hand 
science seems to be able to create new worlds, yet at the same lime and by the 
same token it has become competent to destroy the world it has created, 
through nuclear weapons and pollution and the exploitation of energy and 
the creation of technological instruments for the effective excrrcise of 
totalitarian controls (M orgenthau, 1972, p. 5). The final decisive question 
that these developments pose is how the Christian and especially the 
I Un istian scholar is to cope with the spiritual motivating forces that propell 
science.
I l l  I; R KSI ' i  ) NS I  HI Ll'I'Y C )1< T H 1.; ( :i I RIST1  A N

I'ei Imps one ol the first and most important lasks is one of discerning the 
spirits i.e. of understanding how science and technology acquired this immense
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influence in the life of modern man and how this image of scicnce was 
actually predicated on the idol of progress. T hcdcm ythologizingofboth the 
inflated expectations of science and the idol of progress is absolutely 
imperative.
The prevalent conceptions of the nature of science also have to be cut down 
to size. Amongst other things this implies a reduction of the claims of science 
that it can provide man with full truth about the world. Its conception of 
truth needs to be relativized. T he ideas of neutral, negative or positive 
scicncc have to be weighed very carefully. Because it is the product o f the 
human intellect scicncc cannot be neutral, but it is also both negative and 
positive — it is a mixed bag and this character of scicnce needs to be 
acknowledged in order to limit the expectations that are held about science 
(Van Ricscn, l!)7l).
Perhaps the most virile antidote to a distorted view o f science is one in which 
scicnce is appointed its legitim ate, but limited role in the life o f man, against 
the background o f the fact that science — like all other forms o f human 
endeavour — have a task o f stewardship of G od’s creation. Being an 
academ ic and intellectual steward and implementing these stcwardly 
insights, imply a vision o f the world being G od’s world. T he conscquence ol 
this is clear: Scicncc is a servant — of God and I lis com ing Kingdom; scicncc 
is a master — of the God given responsibilities given to man by God, who has 
called scicnce to lender service to the progress of the coming Kingdom  
which might at times even imply the need to curb progress and economic 
growth for the sake of the stewardship of His earth ami His people.
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