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The Social Role of the Scientist

Book Review

A. Rahman: TRIVENI: Science, Democracy and
Socialism (Indian Institute of Advanced -
Study, Stmla).

Science policy, which relates essentially to the

rofe and integration, ot science and technology in the
social life and de velopmental processes within a nation,
has grown in recent times into a many-faceted study which
includes the history of science, its inter-relations with
the social-cconomic fabric and the role of scientists
themselves in the processes of social change. The
rapid development of scicnce and technoIOU} in the
developed countries has posed a serious dilemma for
for those countries that remain wedded to the traditional
social structures of vesteryear. What is popularly
referred to as the Third Industrial Revolution has
generated new sources of energy and technologies

h ased upon electionics and automation that give promise
of a life of creativity and plenty for all, of leisure and
freedom from drudgery, of a flowering of the real potential
of the human race. On the other hand, these
‘\Ophl’xUL’LfL(l developments themselves, constricted by and
interacting with the prevailing socml framework,
threaten to reduce mankind to a life of poverty amidst
plenty, authoritarianism and alienation, along with
the ever-possible danger of total nuclear annihilation.

The thesis advanced by Rahman is that while
science and technology are conditioned by soctety and
its value system, their development generates major sociul
changes, value systems and ideas.

What should the role of the scientist be in this
situation?  Should the scientist limit himsell to his
laboratory and to the exclusiveness of his intercourse
with fellow scientists or should he concern himsell also
with the socio-political processes that, in the final
analysis. determine his own activity ? Scientists in Sri Lanka
have invariably veered towards the first alternative
looking on in helpless bewilderment at the policies of
governments that fail to understand the role of science
and often ignore it in the formulation of national policies.
This 1s a xpu:ml problem foi the under-developed
“Third World” countries. However, this dilemma has
often manifested iwself in the developed countries as
well. Tt was exemplified in the immediate post-war
years by the tragedy of Robert Oppenheimer, one
of the pioneers of the atomic bomb at Los Alamos,
whosecrisis of conscience led him eventually to victimisation
by the policy-makers of the Pentagon. The role of
Edward Teller, the so-called ““father of the H- bomb”,
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who encouraged the murderous attacks on Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, proves that scicntific exclusiveness can
only lead to scientists hecoming the pawns of designing
politicians und to the perversion of the fruits of their
own brain-work. Scientific neutrality is a mvth, an
illusion in the twentieth century \vxth its rough and
tumble of clushing class interests, of the L\p?mmtum
of the majority of humanity by a handful of rich nations.
Despite the abstraction and attempted isolation of science
and technolo«w [rom socio- Dulmul processes, the problems
of cholu in scientific research--between objectives and
goals of research, of different technologies and sci ales
of investment are, in the Jast analysis, social and
political,

If the objectives and goals towards which science is
to strive are Lo become 2 vehicle for a different tvpc of
society, if culture, values and social drganisation have
to undereo a radical change. if rationality of decisions is
to be part of culture and society, then itis not possible
to achieve it within the framework df existing society
and the goals for science and technology.  Both hive
Lo be chanvcd radically.  ~*Scientific knowledge must
he made the basis of 2 new culture, sociar organisation
and  poriticar  decision-making. ... . Scientists  must
transform science into o sociar movement ol radical
transformation.”

Rahman anatvses the dichotomy in attitudes
among scientists Irom a historicai perspective-from the
UmL of the Carvaks in ancient India and the fonians

{ Greece to the sociat activists of the contemporary
puxod Most historicar studies of science have been
unlortunateny m the abstract, preciuding an understanding
ol vhe interactions of society, cuture end the pontical

fe of u period with science and technology. Tt is this
Imum that Rahman sceks to fill through the discerning
analvsis presented m this baok,

Both in ancient India and Greece a \Ihup siruggle
evisted between “those who aimed to apply scientitic
method to the study of social processes and the then
availuble scientific knowledge to help in the organisation
of society and those who tended to preclude sociely Nrom
the purview of science.”™ This struggle dcvdoped in.
India between the Carvaks and the Brahmanical
philosophies and in Greece between the Tonian and
later Epicurean philosophies and the Platonic school.

The basic difference between the opposing trends
unlud round the guestion; how to L()ﬂf’()] penph, »? The
Brahmanical and Platonic schools belioved thatif social
organisation was to be effective, men must be made to
obey—i.¢, controlled. To do so fear must be created
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wmongst thenr-—~tbrough myths and superstitions and
punishment, .‘niancc therefore must be isolated from
society and remain the exclusive prcservL of an clite.
tn faot, both these schools represented the intere
narrow ruling class that held « monopoly ol wealth vad
knowledege,  They logked down upon physical labour
which belonged to the pravince ol the tliterate masses.
They preferred to dubble iv abstructions, in postulates
and hypothesises derived from pure thought.  This
dititude, grising from the pature of the soctal miliew.
colourcd w good detl of Greek science o antiguity.

~5is of

Fhe Carvaks and the Lonians, on the orher hand,
advorcated that nien. instead of being controded, could
be motivitled to do things on thelr own through
understanding of phepomena and the laws of nature.
For this purpose they tricd to establish socicties of
bratherhootl, preaching cquality ard promoting knowledge.
In doing so, their main attempt was directed towurds
exposing the fravdulent prastices of the priests. the
mvths invented and the role of gods in the afiairs ol
human beings.  They were. therefore. persecuted It
their opinions.”

With these philosophers, once again, we see socil
attitudes influencing the scientific approach.  Unlike
those of (he Plutonic school, observotion and
exXpe rmunmuon had o pre-eminent place in thelr work.
Thys, Pythorzoras experimented with musical notes.
{rnpuio des proved the presence of air by thrusting
a funnel into water.
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Under the Toniun and late Eplcurean influences.

seience was nol conceived as o discipline limited to

the luboratory, 1t meant an outlook which covered the
entire field of outural as well as ~ocial phenomena.
There were even ateemp.s to use the rationulity ol sceince
to shape sosiefv, in contrust to the Platonic philosophers
who sought {0 isolate it from the masses in order
safeguard the privileged position of the social elite.
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FCoduy™s sclentific tradition once wgrin sceks to limit

abservational and experimental techniques mainly to the
laboratory., Rahman advances interesting
hypothesis o explom this: “The storm created

by Copa xmc;m theory and the pumwwmt meted out

to Gulileo for advocating it had created a major soctal
problem for the scientists e to how to avoid the social
corfsequences ol theories which came in conflict with
religious und social philosophics and ouvtlook,  The
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problem was solved, or rather an escape route was found,
by Descartes, as the news of Galileo’s pumshmmtccunc n,
by c¢ividing the world into the materizl, where the laws
of science operate and the moral wocere the edicts of the
church prevail, Contemporary science having
inberited this legacy continues to operale within the
framework ol this decision, dc»pm the ¢ffort of many
from Bacon 1o our own pumd.

The scientific community in ~“Third World™
countries such as Sri Lanka, having artificially absorbed
the scientific and cultural traditions of the West, follows
ithe same road, pemctudtnw and reproducing the
dichotomy of science in the capit: alist world.

However. much as they would like to sojowrn in
their ivory towers, scientists today arc repeatedly
brought up against the social consequences oi their work

-lor a\‘}mplg theimpact ¢f automation on the cmployment
pmblcm the rape of our environment or, worse still,
the perversion of science by modern Impumhsm to
mLpnc the destruction of the human race itself.
Rahman's book deals with the critical role that scientists
must play if science 1s to bc an agency of social progress
and not of destruction.  Should scientists also be social
revolutionaries in the meent tradrtion of the Carvaks
and lonians? Or, atleast, should they not acquaint
themselves with the socio-political problems of their
countries and apply their scientific methodology to effect
the necessary changes in the fundamentals
ol the social order?

Rahman's book is « valuable contribution to
the ever-growing volume of literature on science
policy studies. As Chief of Planning and Head of the
Centre for the Study of Science, Technology and
Development at the CSIR in India, Vice- President of
ihe International Council for Science Policy Studies and
@ person recognised internationally for his  work
i lhe field of Science Policy, Rahman’s views on
science and its inter-relations with society will be of
particular value and interest to scientists of the “Third
World. One word of criticism: it is regrettable that a
large number of printing errors—dropping participles,
¢te.—should have crept into this edition. One only
hopes that more care will be taken with future editions
to ecliminate technical shortcomings of. this nature.
However, this cannot detract from the value of the book
and the provocative ideas it advances.
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