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THE TWO CULTURES REVISITED

The two cultures debate initiated by C.P. Snow in a lecture at Cambridge
snowbal led  in to  a  major  con t roversy .  For  C .P .  Snow,  the  two cu l tu res
concerned the  in te l lec tual  wor ld ,  in  par t icular ,  sc ience  and l i te ra ture .  His
1959 Rede Lecture,  which highlighted the divide between the two cultures,
provoked a  savage response  peppered wi th  ad  hominems f rom the  l i terary
critic F.R. Leavis. When the Leavis outburst was published in the Spectator,
readers wrote berating him for spewing what they called ‘repti l ian venom’.
Leavis was dismissive, charging Snow with not knowing what he was talking
a b o u t .

Snow, an academic scientist  who entered the ‘corridors of power’ wrote 11
novels drawing on his own experiences. Though not a great novelist, he was
a  p ioneer  o f  a  new genre ,  the  campus  nove l ,  which  increas ing ly  tu rned
salacious in the hands of his successors like Malcolm Bradbury. ‘The Masters’
is  about  the  internal  power s t ruggles  between dons to  e lect  the  Master  of
his college. As you probably know, the only academic appointment in Britain
made by the  government  i s  the  Mastership  of  Tr in i ty .

C.P .  Snow s tar ted  out  as  a  phys ic is t  before  enter ing  the  bureaucracy .  As
the first  science,  brought into being by Isaac Newton, physics has long set
s tandards  of  r igour  tha t  o ther  sc iences  asp i re  to .  In  the  f i r s t  ha l f  o f  the
twentieth century,  the dominance of physics was plainly manifest ,  with the
revolu t ions  o f  re la t iv i ty  and  quantum theory ;  which  t rans formed our
understanding of the world. The transition from the old to the new was not
exact ly  palatable  to  those schooled in  the old ways.  Russel l  McCormmach
vividly pictures the predicament of a physicist  who is  so f irmly set  in the
old ways that  he f inds himself  in a  twil ight  zone.1

Ernest Rutherford, the discoverer of the nucleus, (for whom ‘there is physics
and there is stamp-collecting’), dismissed talk of the possible applications of
nuclear physics as ‘moonshine’. Little did he realize that these developments
would soon open a whole Pandora’s box of genocidal  weaponry capable of
wip ing  out  humankind  severa l  t imes  over .

Isaac Newton (1642-1727) ‘the last of the great Magi’ as Keynes called him,
was a transitional figure, straddling the medieval and the modern. To escape
the plague,  Newton returned home from Cambridge in the summer of  1665
and re turned only  af ter  the  univers i ty  re-opened two years  la ter .  Survival
in Newton’s England was a matter of sheer luck and the two years he spent

1Russell MacCormmach's ‘Night Thoughts of a Classical Physicist’ (Harvard University Press, 1982)
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at home saw his talents flower. In Newton’s
England  medic ine ,  san i ta t ion  and  hygiene
were  woefu l ly  p r imi t ive .  Things  were  a
whole lot better though than during the first
mi l lenn ium,  Europe’s  Dark  Age .  Umber to
Eco argues that European civilization would
have  been  ex t inguished  bu t  fo r  the
widespread  cu l t iva t ions  o f  beans  ( l en t i l s
included) which provided a cheap source of
pro te in  and  hence  enhanced  res i s tance  to
disease for  the poor for  whom meat  was a
luxury, which could only be poached at great
risk from the lands of the rich.2 Renaissance
Europe saw the invention of the microscope
as well as the telescope, extending the range
of  human percep t ion .

The industrial revolution in the late 18th

cen tury  soon  t rans formed the  for tunes  o f
England. The epic voyage of Charles Darwin
on  the  nava l  survey  sh ip  H.M.S .  Beagle ,
whose captain Robert  Fitzroy chose him as
a  gen t leman for  d inner  company,  fo r  the
oddest of reasons - he liked the shape of his
nose!  Darwin  c lea r ly  had  a  nose  fo r
d iscovery!  Chemis t ry  found i t s  Dal ton  (an
Engl i sh  Quaker  and  school teacher )  and
Lavoisier – who ended up on the guillotine
in the French revolut ion.  Though Jenner is
credi ted with the discovery of  vaccinat ion,
i t  was tradit ionally pract ised in India unti l
the  co lon izers  banned  i t  in  Benga l .  Louis
Pasteur  proved the  germ theory of  d isease
and invented the rabies vaccine. Antibiotics
a r r ived  in  the  twent ie th  cen tury ,  wi th
Alexander Fleming’s serendipitous discovery
of penicillin. The phenomenal growth of the

human popula t ion  i s  l a rge ly  the  resu l t  o f
the  con t ro l  o f  d i sease ,  inc reased  l i fe
expectancy and reduced chi ld  mortal i ty .  In
a sense the 20th century is the beginning of
the  modern  wor ld ,  wi th  the  expans ion
of  mechanized  produc t ion  a long  wi th
developments  l ike  universal  adul t  suffrage,
the  8 -hour  work ing  day  and  wel fa re
m e a s u r e s .

Wi th  technolog ies  genera t ing  a  range
of  u t i l i t i e s  a r i s ing  ou t  o f  sc ience ,  the
dis t inct ion between science and technology
is often overlooked and science is viewed as
the handmaiden of technology. However, the
holy grail of science is the Book of Genesis,
whether  o f  the  un iverse  as  a  whole  o r  o f
l i fe  on ear th .  As Steven Weinberg puts  i t ,
the quest for the fundamental laws of nature
“ l i f t s  human l i fe  above  the  leve l  o f  fa rce
and gives it some of the grace of tragedy”3.

Thomas Kuhn’s  ‘Structure  of  Scient i f ic
Revolutions’,4 encouraged social scientists to
a rgue  tha t  sc ience  i s  a  ‘ soc ia l  cons t ruc t ’ ,
and not  the account of  the world i t  claims
to  be .  However  the  fac t  tha t  sc ience  i s  a
human en te rpr i se  and  tha t  i t  concerns
things in the world we confront,  are hardly
cont rad ic to ry .  Af te r  a l l ,  in  the  s tandard
model of cosmology, the big bang occurred
billions of years before the solar system or
l i fe  on  ear th  came in to  be ing .  Thanks  to
the  revo lu t ion  in  b io logy ,  we  a re  now
reasonably  ce r ta in  tha t  homo sap iens
or iginated in  East  Afr ica  and some groups
f lowed in to  o ther  par t s  o f  the  wor ld ,  to

2In a Millennium essay carried in translation by The New York Times Umberto Eco shows how after 1000 AD the
cultivation of beans, peas and lentils had a profound effect on European civilisation, which could otherwise have
become ext inct .
3Steven Weinberg, ‘Dreams of a Final Theory’,  Vintage 1993.
4Thomas Kuhn, ‘The Structure of Scientific Revolutions’ The University of Chicago Press (1962 revised version 1970)
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are true the end of the universe will not be
in fire but in ice. Similarly, the concept of
the  ‘ekpyro t ic  un iverse ’  which  subs t i tu tes
the big bang with a  col l is ion between two
branes like cymbals, represents another leap
of the imagination. 5 In science,  imagination
is  necessary  bu t  no t  suf f ic ien t ,  s ince  a
theory  mus t  pass  severa l  t es t s  before  i t
ga ins  accep tance ;  by  compar i son ,  the
l i t e ra ry  imagina t ion  appears  to  be
unfe t te red ,  which  i s  no t  qu i te  the  case ,
because at  some point ,  i ts  abi l i ty  to relate
to experience and to draw in the reader  is
a  crucia l  tes t .

Rabindranath Tagore,  in  his  discussions
with Einstein, anticipated the ‘two cultures’
debate.  Tagore maintained that  the abstract
wor ld  o f  sc ience  i s  con jured  up  by  the
intel lect  and did not  correspond to real i ty .
On the  o ther  hand  he  says .  “ . . .  the re  i s
another world which is real to us.  We see
it ,  we feel  i t ;  we deal with i t  with all  our
emot ions .   I t s  mys te ry  i s  end less  because
we cannot analyse it or measure it.  We can
but  say,  ‘Here you are’ .  This  is  the world
f rom which  Sc ience  tu rns  away ,  and  in
which  Ar t  t akes  i t s  p lace” .  Tagore  would
not  d i savow the  sensuous  wor ld  in  favour
of the world of science or even the Atman/
Brahman of  the  Advai ta  Vedanta .

Today,  the  two cul tures  debate  extends
beyond  l i t e ra tu re  to  the  humani t i es  as  a
whole  where  recondi te  vocabula r ies  a re
inven ted ,  in  con t ras t  to  the  c la r i ty ,
fo r th r igh tness  and  s impl ic i ty  tha t  sc ience
strives for.  Not so long ago, Alan Sokal,  a
phys ic i s t  a t  New York  Univers i ty  sen t  in
a  p iece  en t i t l ed  ‘Transgress ing  the
Boundar ies :  Towards  a  Transformat ive

which they accl imatized.  There is  evidence
from mitochondrial  DNA of an Eve for  al l
o f  humani ty .

Sc ience  f i c t ion ,  p ioneered  by  Mary
Shel ley ,  Ju les  Verne  and  H.G.  Wel l s ,
s t raddles  both cul tures  (a l though nowadays
wi th  a  p ro l i fe ra t ion  of  ou t ré  sc ien t i f i c
hypotheses ,  the  d iv id ing  l ine  be tween
sc ience  and  sc ience  f i c t ion  increas ing ly
wears thin). Literature as fiction, is an item
of  mass  consumpt ion  in  l i t e ra te  soc ie t i es ,
where there is  an insatiable hunger for the
new.  There  a re  g i f ted  sc ien t i s t -expos i to rs ,
l ike  Char les  Sher r ing ton ,  Pe te r  Medawar ,
Freeman Dyson ,  S tephen  Jay  Gould ,
Ol iver  Sacks ,  Richard  Dawkins  and  V.S .
Ramachandran .   Whi le  wr i t ing  popula r
books, Stephen Hawking and Roger Penrose
among o thers  do  no t  d i lu te  sc ien t i f i c
conten t .  Hawking’s  “A Br ie f  His to ry  of
Time” conta ined only  the  equat ion E = mc2

hav ing  been  warned  tha t  each  equa t ion
would  halve  h is  sa les .  The  book remained
on  the  bes t se l l e r  l i s t  fo r  years  on  end ,
espec ia l ly  a f te r  the  Hawking  saga  became
folklore.  The availabil i ty and readership of
popular  science books have grown,  helping
to br idge the divide to  an extent .

Yet  the public  perception of  science as
remote  and  a rcane  and  of  l i t e ra tu re  as
persona l  and  ed i fy ing  pers i s t s .  Th is  i s  an
unfor tunate  misunders tanding –  the  wor lds
imagined by the physicis t  of  today contain
such  e lements  as  ‘dark  mat te r ’ ,  whose
ex is tence  i s  requ i red  to  exp la in  ga lac t ic
dynamics ,  o r  ‘dark  energy’ ,  which  caused
an acce lera t ion  of  the  universa l  expans ion
severa l  b i l l ion  years  ago  when  i t
overwhelmed gravi ty .  I f  the  new scenar ios

5Stephen Hawking,  The Universe  in  a  Nutshel l  (Bantam Press ,  2001) .
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Hermeneut ics  o f  Quantum Gravi ty ’  to  a
journal  cal led ‘Social  Text’ ,  whose edi tors
publ i shed  i t  a s  they  fe l t  tha t  i t  was  “ the
earnes t  a t tempt  of  a  p rofess iona l  sc ien t i s t
to  seek  some sor t  o f  a f f i rmat ion  f rom
postmodern philosophy for  developments in
h i s  f i e ld” .  La te r ,  Soka l  revea led  tha t  the
article was a parody packed with erroneous
statements, which he had found exceedingly
di f f icu l t  to  assemble .  In  the  ensu ing  row,
l i t e ra ry  c r i t i c s  charged  Soka l  wi th
dishonesty, while Sokal defended himself on
the grounds that  humanit ies  scholars  freely
employed scientific terms, with scant regard
for their  meaning,  vicariously appropriating
the  au thor i ty  o f  sc ience . 6 Comment ing  on
the  Soka l  con t roversy ,  S teven  Weinberg ,
says: “The gulf of misunderstanding between
sc ien t i s t s  and  o ther  in te l l ec tua l s  seems  to
be  a t  l eas t  as  wide  as  when  C.P .  Snow
worried about  i t  three decades ago”.

I t  i s  a  common compla in t  tha t  the
scient i f ic  wor ldview leaves  l i t t le  room for
f ree  wi l l .  In  the  c lockwork  un iverse  o f
Newton ,  a l though  de te rmin is t i c  chaos  i s
often seen as a possible chink in the armour.
Newton had to introduce a ‘God of the gaps’
who would set  the  c lockwork solar  system
in  p lace  once  more .  Wi th  the  e f for t s  o f
Lagrange  in  h i s  ‘Analy t ica l  dynamics ’  as
wel l  as  Laplace’s  own work  prov ing  the
s tab i l i ty  o f  the  so la r  sys tem,  the  ‘God of
the gaps’ could be dispensed with.  I t  is  in

th i s  con tex t  tha t  when  Napoleon  asked
Laplace where God figured in his work, the
latter said ‘we have no need of that hypothesis.

The  fundamenta l  inde te rmin ism of
quantum theory  i s  seen  by  some as  a
possible route to embed free will in physical
theory .  T ied  to  quantum theory ,  however ,
human dec i s ions  wi l l  be  comple te ly
unpred ic tab le  and  random,  which  i s
somewhat  worse  than  de te rmin ism.
Quantum physicis ts  have speculated on the
ro le  o f  consc iousness  in  b r ing ing  about  a
definite result  in a measurement – quantum
theory specifies the probabili t ies of various
outcomes ,  such  as  a l ive  o r  dead  for
Schrödinger ’s  ca t  upon  measurement ,  bu t
prior to the experimenter taking a peek, the
cat is in a quantum ‘superposition’ of alive
and dead s ta tes .  The measurement  problem
in  quantum mechanics  remains  a  thorn  in
the  f lesh .

I f  sc ience  i s  a  p r i sm,  which  ana lyses ,
the  humani t ies  o f fe r  a  mi r ror  in to  which
you  look  a t  yourse l f .  A  c rea t ive  t ens ion
be tween  sc ience  and  the  humani t i es ,
between knowledge and sel f -unders tanding,
would  on ly  enr ich  bo th .  To  quote  Tagore
once  aga in ,  ‘Le t  us  bo ld ly  dec la re  tha t
both  fac ts  are  equal ly  t rue .  …… when we
take the side of one to revile the other, we
hur t  the  t ru th ,  which  comprehends  them
both.’
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