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The mad technologist
Hollywood warms to science, but fears technology.

C
inema has been around for more than 100 years now, but the
world has not tired of it. According to the Motion Picture
Association of America, 9.6 billion tickets to the cinema were

sold around the world in 2004. Film was, arguably, the single most
important artistic medium of the twentieth century. Its resonance
and power alone make it an object worthy of study.
It is also an art that technology has rendered possible. More than
an opera, a play or a novel, film is a technological product, spawned
directly by the inventions of electricity and celluloid. Before 
the Lumière brothers’ cinématographeshowed moving images of
Lumière factory workers knocking off work for the day, the ground-
work was laid by the invention of the pinhole camera and Eadweard
Muybridge’s motion-capturing photographs, for example. 
So how does this most modern of media see science? On-screen,
apart from a few earnest biopics of Louis Pasteur or the Curies, 
scientists are often portrayed as comically inept eccentrics or 
evil geniuses bent on world domination. They frequently re-enact
Frankenstein-creator Mary Shelley’s lesson about playing god — and
are almost as frequently dispatched by their own twisted creations. 
Yet scientists are less interested in creating things than in finding
things out — discovering new species, rather than manufacturing
them. Many ‘mad scientists’ on film are really engineers of one kind
or another. They are technologists. 
This muddling of science and technology is common, and it could
be argued that scientists haven’t helped things by claiming full credit
for technologies — such as nuclear power or modern medicine —

that they merely made possible through their discoveries. If we tease
science and technology apart, we find that pure scientists are often
treated kindly by film-makers, who have portrayed them sympa-
thetically, as brooding mathematicians (A Beautiful Mind) and
heroic archaeologists (Raiders of the Lost Ark). 
It is technology that movie-makers seem to fear. Even the best-
loved science-fiction films have a distinctly ambivalent take on it.
Blade Runnerfeatures a genetic designer without empathy for his
creations, who end up killing him. In 2001: A Space Odyssey, com-
puters turn against humans, and Star Warshas us rooting for the side
that relies on spiritual power over that which prefers technology,
exemplified by the Death Star. Why would an inherently technologi-
cal medium seem to be so wary of its own creator?
Modern technology has changed lives considerably, as becomes
clear when we consider that
television has been around for
only about 70 years. No doubt
technology has improved lives
in ways that can easily be felt
and measured. But it takes some
getting used to. Many people
find the constant introduction
of new gadgets and the faster pace of life alienating and exhausting.
It may be that our first completely technological art form is the one
best suited to exploring how we feel about modern life. 
At any rate, the mad scientist is not the only image of science.
Films such as Primerand Schläfer(see page 922) have given the
world a more realistic look at scientists, albeit ones with rather more
interesting lives than most. There is drama and pathos to be found
in the laboratory, even without the wild hair and insatiable desire to
rule the world. ■

ageing of coal and nuclear power stations, presents a challenge for
the Scottish Executive and the British government in London.
Under Scotland’s 1999 devolutionary settlement, London sets the
energy policy, but Edinburgh is responsible for implementing it. 
As the RSE’s report explains, the energy crisis won’t be addressed
either by building wind-farms on the Isle of Lewis, or by licensing
replacements for the nuclear plants that now produce half of 
Scotland’s electricity. What’s needed instead is a wide diversity of
approaches to electricity generation and to energy use and distribu-
tion, and a comprehensive, integrated strategy for their implemen-
tation. The report’s 37 recommendations are not a cop-out from
making choices, but are instead a realistic acknowledgement of the
breadth of the problem.
Some of the recommendations concern such humdrum matters
as making more effective use of existing planning regulations to 
construct energy-efficient buildings — an area in which Britain has
always lagged behind its neighbours. The report also calls for a more
diverse approach to renewable energy, pointing out that the Scottish
Executive’s existing incentive system serves to promote wind 
capacity (which can be built now) over alternatives such as wave
power that require further research and development. And it sug-
gests that the executive should promote research collaborations 
in technologies such as clean coal and wave power, in which local 

industrial companies and researchers have international expertise. 
But the most important recommendation is perhaps the dullest: a
call for an agency, outside the government but answerable to it, that
will formulate, champion and implement an energy strategy. This
demand is also pertinent to Britain as a whole, which shut its energy
department in 1992. But it isn’t at all clear whether the resources 
will be provided to establish such an agency. 
Maxwell Irvine, the physicist who chaired the RSE panel, fears that
without a comprehensive energy strategy, Britain’s privately owned
electricity industry will repeat the ‘dash-for-gas’ — the Thatcherite
energy policy of the 1980s. That policy caused the nation to burn 
its irreplaceable North Sea gas supplies, rendering itself dependent,
in the long term, on imported gas to keep the lights on.
The RSE committee, which raised funds for the study from foun-
dations and other sources, is to be congratulated on bringing some
sanity to an energy debate that is becoming unhinged from reality. In
elections next spring, for example, the ruling coalition in the Scottish
parliament looks set to split over the issue of nuclear power. 
What is needed instead, in Scotland, the United Kingdom, the
United States and elsewhere, is a rational energy strategy, executed
by a competent agency. It is only this that can take energy usage 
over many years to a sustainable position, with no more lurches from
complacency to crisis. ■

“Films such as Primerand
Schläferhave given the
world a more realistic look
at scientists, albeit ones
with more interesting 
lives than most.”
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