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The Influence of Science. 

T HE great advances of science in recent times, and 
the countless applications of its discoveries, have 

led many people to regard it as concerned only with 
purely materialistic things, and to forget its moral and 
intellectual influence. In their view science is associ
ated with the transformation of beautiful countrysides 
into the slums of industrial centres, with high-explosive 
shells and clouds of poison gas to supersede the slings 
and arrows of earlier days. Nothing could be further 
from the truth, however, than to suppose that these 
debasing aspects of modern civilisation are necessary 
consequences of scientific progress. They are due to 
human greed and the same spirit of jealousy as that 
which led Cain to rise up and slay his brother. They 
are consequences of the fact that civilised man is little 
removed from a savage when his primitive instincts 
are concerned ; and if he can acquire the strength of a 
giant from science he is prepared to use the power for 
his own purposes. 

Science as such has nothing to do with the conquests 
of nations or peoples, or the upholding of dynasties, 
or industrial exploration. The end of all scientific 
investigation is the discovery of truth in the realm of 
animate and inanimate Nature, including man, his 
instincts and impulses and his social organisation. 
As expressed in the motto of the Royal Society, science 
is not bound by the words of any master, and it there
fore holds itself free to examine critically any principle 
or doctrine in which natural facts or phenomena are 
involved. It represents knowledge as opposed to 
ignorance, light as against darkness, the beauty of 
truth and the truth of beauty. It seeks justification 
not through faith but by works, and its allegiance is 
to truth alone so far as human intelligence can com
prehend it at any epoch. To this spirit is due not 
only advances by which forces of Nature are used and 
controlled for the benefit of man, but also intellectual 
expansion and the elevation of the moral sense through 
the understanding of the significance of natural law in 
determining natural events. 

The influence of science upon material progress 
and human comfort is understood much more com
monly than that of its effect upon the human mind. 
It is difficult for people of these times to realise the 
liberation of life and intellect brought about by the 
works of Copernicus, Galileo, Vesalius, and other 
pioneers of scientific learning. The very foundations 
of belief were shaken when the earth was removed 
from the position in which presumptuous man had 
placed it, and shown to be a minor member of a group 
of planets revolving round a sun which was itself only 
one of innumerable similar orbs in stellar space. For 
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holding this view, and also for describing spots observed 
by him on the sun, Galileo was denounced to the Holy 
Office in 16!5, and when before the Inquisition in 
1633 his condemnation by the Cardinals of the Holy 
Roman Church contained the words : " The proposi
tion that the sun is the centre of the world and im
movable from its place is absurd, philosophically false, 
and formally heretical, because it is expressly contrary 
to Ho1y Scripture. The proposition that the earth is 
not the centre of the world, nor immovable, but that 
it moves, and also with a diurnal motion, is also absurd, 
philosophically false, and theologically considered, at 
least erroneous in faith." Wherefore Galileo was 
imprisoned, ordered for three years to recite once a 
week the seven penitential Psalms, and made to swear, 
"I abjure, curse, and detest the said errors and heresies, 
and generally every other error and sect contrary to 
the Holy Church ; and I swear that I will nevermore 
in future say or assert anything verbally, or in writing, 
which may give rise to a similar suspicion of me." 

As one of his biographers has said, Galileo, like Peter, 
surrounded by a crowd of enemies, denied his Master ; 
yet for more than fifty years he was the knight-militant 
of science, a rebel against the dead hand of tradition 
and authority, whether of priest or philosopher, when 
it was used to prevent the growth of knowledge through 
the evidence of the senses. For more than a thousand 
years the mind of man had been constrained by monkish 
theology and Aristotelian philosophy, and all attempts 
at freedom of thought were rigidly suppressed. The 
Holy Scriptures, together with the works of early 
Christian fathers and some Greek philosophers, were 
believed to contain the truth about all things-visible 
or invisible-and men used them as the final court of 
appeal as to what was true in Nature. When Galileo 
discovered the four satellites of Jupiter by means of 
his small telescope, the "philosophers of his time would 
not look through the instrument to see the objects 
for themselves, for, as Galileo remarked, "These 
people believe there is no truth to seek in Nature, but 
only in the comparison of texts." They held that the 
moon was perfectly spherical and absolutely smooth, 
and it was in vain that Galileo appealed to the evidence 
of observation to the contrary : the sun was supposed 
to be immaculate, therefore Galileo's observations of 
spots upon it were illusions : two unequal masses 
dropped from the leaning tower of Pisa reached the 
base together, " Yet," he says, "the Aristotelians, 
who with their own eyes saw the unequal weights 
strike the ground at the same instant, ascribed the 
effect to some unknown cause, and preferred the 
decision of their master to that of Nature herself." 

The principles of self-determination and self
government have been responsible since tiie Armistice 
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for many political changes, but these are as nothing 
compared with the social effects of the independence 
of scientific inquiry typified by Galileo's life and work. 
The right of a man to think for himself was established, 
and personal observation and experiment took the 
place of metaphysical and philosophic speculation and 
dogmatic assertion. The freedom of thought and 
action now possessed by progressive peoples are direct 
consequences of the work of Galileo and other scientific 
p10neers. 

Consider the tremendous revolution involved in 
the substitution of permanent natural law for the 
conception of a world in which all events were believed 
to be reflections of the moods of a benign or angry 
God. The doctrine of daily supernatural intervention 
meant that men regarded themselves merely as clay 
in the hands of the potter and did nothing to shape 
their own natural destiny. They accepted disease as 
an act of God instead of cleansing their houses, and 
believed that all the qualities they possessed, as well 
as the actions they took, were determined by the posi
tions of the planets and other celestial bodies. Every 
organ of the human body was supposed to have its 
counterpart in the sky ; and when Vesalius by his 
dissections and Copernicus by his doctrine showed that 
there was no relationship between the human frame 
and the order of the universe, the ponderous super
structure of faith and pseudo-philosophy which had 
been built upon it fell to pieces, and a new mental 
world had to be reconstructed. Instead of a few 
thousand stars supposed to exist to influence the earth 
and affect the purposes of man, we now know there are 
millions which can never be seen without telescopic 
aid and millions more that are not visible with any 
optical means. The universe has been increased ten
thousandfold, and the puerile ideas of three centuries 
ago have given place to a far nobler conception of the 
majesty of the universe and the power of the Creator. 

The intellectual expansion thus brought about, 
together with the sense of justice which resulted from 
the knowledge of the existence and permanence of 
law in Nature, profoundly influenced human thought 
and resulted in social changes which had the greatest 
civilising effects. This end was not attained, however, 
without sacrifice. The medieval lover of science was 
obliged to pursue his researches in secret cells and 
hide his discoveries from all eyes. He was for ever 
haunted by the maddening vision of the stake. Human 
nature does not encourage ideas which shatter cherished 
convictions; and it is usually suspicious of all new 
knowledge. To probe into truth or try to lift the veil 
and expose eternal verities was, therefore, regarded as 
sacrilege by guardians of traditional faith or learning. 
Our first parents lost Eden because they partook of 
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the tree of knowledge ; and it was by like association 
with the devil that Faust secured the knowledge of 
renewed youth. 

This view of science is not altogether unknown even 
in our own times. There are still heresy hunters who, 
with their own literal interpretation of Biblical writ, 
seek to extinguish the light of new knowledge. If 

Darwin and Huxley had lived in the time of Bruno 
and Galileo they would have suffered like penalties 
for presenting evidence of man's relationship to other 
primates. Leaders of the Church now accept the 
principles of organic evolution, just as there is now an 
observatory at the Vatican, and active astronomical 
observers among the brothers and fathers of Catholic 
priesthood. The truth is great and prevails in the 
end. Scientific inquiry never ceases and must con
tinually be a disturbing influence. It is applied to 
all occurrences in which natural facts and phenomena 
are concerned, and believes nothing without evidence. 
Science does not set out to establish or depose any 
particular articles of faith, but to examine critically 
whatever comes before it in the natural world and to 
testify faithfully to what is seen. The knowledge thus 
gained may at times appear to undermine the founda
tions of faith, but in the course of years there is a 
readjustment of mental values, in which old errors 
are lost. From a scientific point of view, a distinction 
must be made between religion as an essential human 
instinct and outworn theological creeds or formulre 
which assert that belief in unnatural occurrences is 
necessary for spiritual salvation. It is because of 
the influence of science that the Dean of St. Paul's 
can now say publicly, "the materialistic view of the 
resurrection has never been universally held ; it was 
denied by Origen, the ablest theologian of the third 
century, and no intelligent man believes it now." 

Examination of evidence in the critical spirit of 
scientific inquiry is responsible for the change of 
attitude towards scriptural records of natural events 
and phenomena represented in this remark of Dean 
Inge's. Only those who remember the contumely 
to which Huxley and Tyndall were exposed because 
of their extension of scientific reason to theological 
fields can appreciate the revolutionary change which 
has occurred since their day and generation. The 
great controversy between the evolutionists and the 
creationists in the second half of the nineteenth century 
corresponded closely with that between the Copernicans 
and Ptolemaists three hundred years earlier, and in each 
case belief had to give place eventually to ascertained 
knowledge. It is the duty of science to continue to 
fight ignorance and all that is implied by it, to be 
intolerant of all that is false, to make honest doubt 
a virtue, and condemn credulity as an intellectual 
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erime. We may not be more superstitious than our 
fathers, but the vestiges of primitive man still remain 
in our natures ready to throw up offshoots under 
emotional stimulation. Much that passes under the 
name of spiritualism comes within this category, 
and when the manifestations enter the domain of 
matter and energy, the methods by which they must 
be investigated are those of physical science-critical 
observation, dispassionate examination of results, and 
crucial test of conclusions. These are the methods by 
which science has become synonymous with accurate 
knowledge, and has led the world into the way of 
truth. In the present epoch of social and spiritual 
reconstruction, the active ministry of scientific truth is 
again needed to help the world to adjust itself to the 
new conditions which knowledge has created. 

Medieval Cartography. 

Legendary Islands of the Atlantic: A Study in Medie7Jal 
Geography. By William H. Babcock. (American 
Geographical Society, Research Series, No. 8.) 
Pp. v+196. (New York: American Geographical 
Society, 1922.) n.p. 

T HE migration of man across the ocean has 
differed considerably from his movement 

overland. On one hand, he has succeeded in taming 
animals by way of improving on the exertion of his 
own muscular effort, and in consequence he has per
force followed natural routes determined in part by 
a minimum of physical obstacles and a maximum 
or, at any rate, sufficient food supply for his animals, 
Moreover, through carelessness or accident he has 
dropped implements or weapons which give clues to 
the routes he followed and the sites of his settlements. 
On the other hand, the passage of the sea has called 
forth a different effort in the art of shipbuilding and 
seamanship, and the hungry ocean has swallowed up 
the remains of many a goodly ship which, through 
storm or adventure, passed over the trackless deep. 
Moreover, the wanderings of a people leave deeper 
marks on the historical record than the deeds of the 
men to whose individual prowess the opening of the 
sea-ways was largely due. 

The author of " Legendary Islands of the Atlantic " 
attempts to sift legend from fact and vision from 
observation, in islands depicted on medieval maps of 
the North Atlantic, and to obtain thereby the links 
in the story of Atlantic exploration. Yarns of the 
western sea no doubt became the stock-in-trade of 
mariners and enabled cartographers to fill with shoals 
and islands the blank of the Sea of Darkness. Though 
more recent observations have shown that many of 


	The Influence of Science

