BELIEVING SCIENCE AND UNBELIEVING
SCIENCE

REFLECTIONS ON THE BASIC CONFLICT OF ANCIENT
AND MODERN PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE

by Harry Neumann

It is not belief that is opposed to science. Believing science stands
opposed to unbelieving science.—F. ROSENZWEIG.

There can be no living science unless there is a widespread instinc-
tive conviction of the existence of an Order of Things, and, in
particular of an Order of Nature. . . . Some variant of Hume’s
philosophy has generally prevailed among men of science. But
scientific faith has risen to the occasion, and has tacitly removed
the philosophic mountain.—A. N, WHITEHEAD.

As for philosophy, its profession of operating on the basis of the
eternal and the immutable is what commits it to a function and
a subject matter which, more than anything else, are the cause of
the growing popular disesteem and distrust of its pretensions.
—J. DEwWEY.

Faith is man’s inescapable basic essence. Knowledge can never
replace it.—K. JASPERs.

One sometimes hears of a basic conflict between science or philosophy
and religion. Science, it is claimed, discourages the recourse to faith on
which religion is based. Scientific knowledge is said to arise from ra-
tional insight, while religious commitment is dependent upon a faith
incapable of scientific verification. The present paper contends that
modern notions of scientific cognition are not so antithetical to biblical
faith as is the concept of science championed by Greek philosophy. The
real enemies of a “believing science” (a science based on some hypoth-
esis, faith, or opinion and not on infallible, rational insight) are Plato
and Aristotle, not Bacon and Galileo, or even Nietzsche.

In a famous passage in Plato’s Republic (519b7-520c3), political
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necessities force philosophers to abandon contemplative activities.
Their return to the “cave” of political concerns is not voluntary, since
the life of theory is their true love. The ethos preventing them from
coveting kingship foreshadows the Aristotelian ideal of purely theoreti-
cal philosophers who, as such, experience no obligation to serve their
fellowmen.! Citing Thales and Anaxagoras as men of theoretical wis-
dom (sophia), Aristotle finds their knowledge marvelous and divine
(Nicomachean Ethics 1141b4-8). Their insight is superior to practical
wisdom (phronésis) as astronomy is more choiceworthy for its own sake
than is political science. Indeed, practical wisdom exists to create the
proper conditions for the theoretical life, as medicine exists to bring
about health (Nicomachean Ethics 1145a6-11),

In Plato’s dialogues, theoretical and practical wisdom, sophia and
phronésis, are interchangeable terms.? Permitting the idealist, Socrates,
to regard himself as a genuine statesman (Gorgias 521d6-522¢6), this
identity of practical and theoretical virtue seems to preclude an Aristo-
telian independence of philosophy or science from politics. Yet Socrates
compels a return to the “cave” of politics only in the perfect regime, not
in any actual (i.e., inferior) state. In practice, then, Socrates too en-
courages philosophy’s flight from politics.> His quarrel with Aristotle
exists solely in theory, since the ideal polity governed by philosopher-
kings is hardly a practical alternative.

Neither Platonic nor Aristotelian philosophers regard themselves as
guardians of their actual cities. And if Aristotelian thought is the peak
of classical philosophy* that philosophy was not primarily interested in
serving others. The present paper examines the connection between this
lack of altruism and the “unbelieving science” of Greek thought. I con-
tend that the ancients were not fundamentally altruistic, since their
notion of unassisted reason as infallible denied the more skeptical eval-
uation of mind made by common sense and presupposed by any altru-
istic world view or “believing science.” Rational insight, from the an-
cient standpoint, is essentially private and for the few, not public or
common as is common sense. Ancient thought is therefore incapable of
becoming a majority view.

I further contend that the conflict of classical philosophy and com-
mon sense, of unbelieving and believing science, is, in principle, con-
terminous with human thought. Thus what has been called “the battle
of the ancients and the moderns” is not restricted to any particular
time. Consciously or unconsciously, “modern” thought is always in-
formed by common-sense doubts about reason’s innate perfection and
by the various faiths intended to remedy it. Not subject to these doubts,
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the “ancients” perceive no need to embrace any of the faiths. The
perennial struggle between “ancients” and “moderns” is, then, one be-
tween unbelief and faith.5 In order to support these contentions, we
turn first to the ancient concept of philosophy, the view of ‘“‘unbeliev-
ing science.”

Ancient philosophy’s aversion to political involvement naturally
rendered it suspect to many public-spirited citizens. The antagonism
is well illustrated by an anecdote concerning Anaxagoras. Annoyed that
the philosopher’s scientific pursuits left him no time for family or
politics, a fellow citizen asked him whether he cared for his country.
Indeed he did, and very much, too, was the reply, but he pointed to the
sky to indicate his country.® Whether idealists like Plato and Aristotle
or materialists like Anaxagoras and Lucretius, classical philosophers
regarded themselves as citizens of the whole universe, not of one
country or even of one planet. Their cosmopolitanism arose from love
of pure theory: “Felix qui potuit rerum cognoscere causas.” The hedon-
ist, Eudoxus, for example, found the peak of pleasure in astronomical
studies.” His passion for theory was hardly conducive to wholehearted
concern for his fellow citizens. One can, therefore, perhaps better com-
prehend why it pleased the Athenians to condemn philosophers for
teaching youth to prefer philosophic insight over the old, established
religion.

In his comedy, the Clouds, Aristophanes shows the consequences of
Socratic disrespect for traditional values unable to weather Socrates’
dialectic. A pupil of Socrates beats his father when the old man proves
incapable of defending himself rationally or dialectically. Since Socrates
regards those living unexamined lives as hardly human (4pology
38al-6), the comedian deduces that Socratic morality permits one to
treat one’s parents as recalcitrant beasts if they refuse to listen to reason.

In certain Platonic dialogues, the Aristophanic warning is, perhaps
unintentionally, sounded even more clearly. In the Euthyphro (11bl-4,
15d4-el) and Gorgias (480b7-d6; cf. 507c8-508b7), Socrates objects to
punishing one’s father only if the chastisement arises from inadequate
knowledge of absolute justice.® Given the prerequisite knowledge,
prosecution is incumbent. Thus Socrates, in this sense like the sophists,
substitutes his own insight for traditional religious sanctions forbid-
ding sons to punish fathers. For the sophists—at least those presented in
Platonic dialogues—insist that genuine virtue arises solely from knowl-
edge.?

The Socratic equation of virtue and knowledge was shared by many
sophists and materialists opposed to Socratic idealism. In the Republic
(340d1-341a4) the un-Socratic rhetorician, Thrasymachus, insists that
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erring or stupid rulers are no rulers at all. Without perfect knowledge
of governing, one cannot be a ruler. Indeed, it is Thrasymachus and
not Socrates who introduces this view. Scholars frequently question the
consistency or sincerity of this Thrasymachean argument.l® Yet, he
refuses to avail himself of the suggestion that rulers need only ordain
what they believe will be good; they must, according to Thrasymachus,
know what will prove advantageous (Republic 340b6—c7). Claiming to
arise from infallible knowledge, his morality is not a relativism reject-
ing absolute goods by which relative goods may be measured. Similarly,
Protagoras, perhaps the greatest sophist, has only contempt for those
denying reason’s power to guide (Protagoras 352a8-9).

Moral relativism was generally rejected by classical thinkers because
their speculations, however lofty, never lost sight of a very practical
question: What is the best way for me to live, or how can I be happy?
In short: What is the Good?'! All participants in Plato’s dialogues
regard this as the main question. It is also the central concern for both
parties in Thucydides’ Melian Debate. It is, indeed, a universal ques-
tion consciously or unconsciously asked by all men always. Yet, modern
theorists often consider it unscientific to inform one’s speculations with
this practical concern.’? They must, therefore, distinguish between
themselves as objective scientists and as merely subjective mortals. For
as scientists they make conscious efforts to avoid the value judgments
necessarily made by them as men. The antagonists in Plato’s dialogues
saw no need to abandon ‘“value judgments” in scientific activity, since
their basic differences concerned not the existence but the mode of
being of absolute goodness. Its existence, to put it in modern terms, was
an objective “fact” and not a subjective “value” to them. Even the
Socrates of Plato’s Apology, whose claims to knowledge were surely
modest, was convinced that scientific or philosophic activity constituted
the only good life. Where the utility of rational activity was concerned,
Socrates was no skeptic.

Although maintaining that man is the measure of everything, Plato’s
Protagoras nevertheless insists that the Good exists by nature and not
merely by human fiat or convention.'? Nobility, justice, and even truth
itself are relative, he claims, but he also asserts that only men devoid of
reason will want what merely seems good or what is relatively good for
them. Sensible men—and they are the only ones who count for Protag-
oras—demand what is objectively good for themselves. He would read-
ily second the Socratic or Aristotelian contention that men by nature
desire the good. Nor would he have any use for the Nietzschean rejec-
tion of happiness as the final goal.14
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In agreement that absolute values existed by nature and were ra-
tionally discernible, ancient thinkers nevertheless disagreed on their
nature. For the materialists, the good was corporeal pleasure, while the
idealists viewed the good as spiritual. Founded by Socrates, the latter
school reached its zenith in Plato’s greatest student, Aristotle. In one
form or another, these two camps fought the noteworthy battles of an-
cient thought. To modern eyes, however, even ancient materialists and
sophists often appear idealistic, for they too measure reality by rational
absolutes.1®

Plato’s Thrasymachus and Callicles regard tyrannical power as the
natural good for which men strive, unless blinded by convention or
intimidated by superior force. For them, inability to attain dictatorial
power—whether in fifth-century Athens or twentieth-century America—
indicates an evil or defective nature unable to live up to the objective
standard measuring all human efforts. They, therefore, disdain hoi
polloi incapable of despotism. And, for them, idealists of the Socratic
or Aristotelian schools are part of the deluded masses: Socrates is lead-
ing a morally reprehensible life based on quixotic values not conducive
to attainment of tyrannical power (Gorgias 482c4 fL.).

Although far from sharing materialist or despotic concepts of man’s
nature, Socrates too claims to apprehend objective standards-by which
to measure reality’s value. For him, however, man’s natural good is a
universal, far removed from all worldly attachments (Republic 517b7-
5, 518c4-d1). The life most worthy of man is, therefore, one devoted to
intellectual inquiry transcending all corporeal concerns (Theaetetus
172c3 f£.). One learns to die to the body in order to become alive to
one’s true spiritual reality. Men not intellectually equipped for this
enterprise are as contemptible to Socrates as unsuccessful tyrants are to
Thrasymachus and Callicles. For, in each case, those falling short of the
natural standard are, ipso facto, stupid and therefore evil. Morality is
grounded in knowledge of reality itself.

Perhaps the best statement of the classical view is Aristotle’s concep-
tion of scientific knowledge (epistémé) and reason (nous). Aristotelian
science is impossible unless the basic premises from which it arises are
known (Nicomachean Ethics 1139b27-31, 1141a8; Posterior Analytics
100b3-17). In its perfect form, reason or rational activity (noésis) is God
himself, the divine work grasping and being the ultimate principles
upon which the life of the whole universe depends.1¢

For Lucretius, the ultimate sources of life were atoms and void, not
Aristotelian reason or Platonic ideas. Yet, both Plato and he would
embrace the sophistic thesis condemning virtue not grounded in knowl-
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edge as worthless. And they would all subscribe to the Aristotelian
doctrine that scientific knowledge is generated by infallible rational in-
sight, not mere opinion or hypothesis. They would, in Platonic terms,
all agree that the fourth part of the “‘divided line,” the realm of intelli-
gible, non-hypothetical being (Republic 511b3—4) exists, although they
would, to be sure, disagree on its nature (e.g., whether reality is essen-
tially atoms or ideas). Aristotle is merely stating their agreement when
he suggests that those basing their speculations on hypotheses without
grasping the truth of their basic premises, are operating on a level suit-
able to immature minds. Children are capable of cranking out desired
conclusions from given premises if their minds are “well-oiled.” Their
childishness comes to light in inability to comprehend the truth or
falsity of their premises. They may, therefore, be good mathematicians,
since mathematical objects, existing through abstraction from reality.
may be understood without grasping reality itself. Lack of experience
with reality precludes both theoretical and practical wisdom on the
part of youth or youthfulness (Nicomachean Ethics 1142a11-20; cf.
1095a2-11, 1147a19-24).

From Aristotle’s notion of scientific knowledge, one can perceive why
Greek theorists would have rejected modern methods of experiment
and hypothesis as a basis for science. Anyone familiar with the passion
for truth animating Aristotle’s research realizes the foolishness of main-
taining that he would have refused to consider the theories of Galileo,
Darwin, or Freud.!” He would surely have accepted any theory for which
he found adequate evidence. However, he would have rejected most
emphatically any claim that science could be based ultimately on
hypothetical certainty. For him, reason (rous) needs no scientific meth-
od or religious faith to guide it.18 A “believing science” is a contradic-
tion in terms from his standpoint.

Modern scientists readily admit that even their most basic hypotheses
are tentative and therefore subject to partial or complete revision in
the light of future experiments. No knowledge is infallible or timeless.
Indeed, scientists generally pride themselves on their willingness to see
their knowledge upset by new and better findings. Although prepared
to experiment about lesser matters, classical thinkers would have re-
jected experimental methods as a basis for scientific knowledge. Science
involves unerring knowledge of one’s basic principles, or it is not
science. Lucretius was convinced that no future insight or experiment
could invalidate his knowledge that nothing comes from nothing by
divine will (nullam rem e nilo gigni divinitus umquam). Basic to classi-
cal thought, this proposition, according to Lucretius, arose from in-
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fallible cognition. Like most classical theorists, Lucretius believed that
only a small minority had the intelligence to see reality for what it is.
Classical thought, like Epicurus’ garden, was for the few.

The exclusive character of ancient thought arises not from snobbish-
ness but from a concept of reason unacceptable to most men at any
time. For most would agree with Descartes and Bacon that unassisted
reason is never infallible. Descartes’ omnipotent deceiver® is merely a
radical expression of this common-sense skepticism concerning reason’s
powers. In the eyes of common sense, then, classical philosophy’s claim
to infallible cognition does indeed represent a “superhuman or in-
human exaltation of reason.”2® On this point, Thrasymachus and Pro-
tagoras, no less than Aristotle, part company with the general consensus
of mankind. Thus, the basic principle of classic thought, its concept of
reason, is an indemonstrable insight unavailable to the vast majority
(cf. Republic 527e8-5). One either has “eyes” to comprehend reason’s
true power, or one does not.2t Only those not privy to this insight are
necessarily open to the possibility that some Cartesian deity is deceiv-
ing their reason.?? For classical thinkers, such a deity is not possible:
Unassisted reason, freed from the shackles of conventional prejudice, is
infallible.

It has been said that all men are either Platonists or Aristotelians.
The distinction between those accepting classical philosophy’s view of
reason and those embracing popular doubts concerning its perfection
is surely more basic. For Plato and Aristotle, however great their dif-
ferences, have more in common with each other than either has with
deniers of reason’s essential infallibility. One may, of course, accept any
doctrines, including Platonic or Aristotelian ones, without subscribing
to the concept of reason championed by ancient thought. In that case,
one does not accept them in a Platonic or Aristotelian way. For classical
philosophy was undemocratic or exclusive not so much in its conclu-
sions or doctrines as in its basic conception of intellect. Thraymachus is
therefore closer to Plato than one accepting that basic conception as a
hypothesis, however probable, rather than as objective truth. Neither
Plato nor Aristotle regarded thinking based on hypothesis as genuine
scientific reasoning (Republic 510c2-511a8, 533b6-¢€2). By insisting on
rational grasp of objective knowledge, Thrasymachus is more Platonic
in the decisive respect, however un-Platonic he may be in lesser matters.
His introspection has made him alive to the essential infallibility of
genuine cognition. Those whose self-examination discloses no such in-
fallibility will necessarily side with the consensus gentium against both
Thrasymachus and Plato (e.g., Republic 340b6-8); they will seek hu-
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man or superhuman methods to rectify reason’s shortcomings. No such
remedies are required, if mind is essentially perfect. In that case, the
only problem is elimination of unnatural factors created by heredity or
environment but extrinsic to reason, impeding its natural excellence.
Classical thought viewed education as emancipation of reason, not as a
method for guiding an intrinsically deficient reason.

Since most men were unable to comprehend its concept of reason,
classical thought hardly encouraged altruistic concern for mankind. At
most, one is encouraged to admire the few capable of apprehending
truth. Thus, in Plato’s Republic, Socrates pays virtually no attention to
the education of the vast majority in his ideal state, regarding them as
unteachable, except through theological indoctrination or ‘royal
lies.”23 Yet, he frequently insists that man’s soul is lost without genuine
education. Men whose virtue arises from indoctrination or faith, and
not rational insight, are being prepared for tyrannical, subhuman lives
(Republic 619b7—d1; Phaedo 82al0—l).

The Socrates of Plato’s Apology does seem inclined to educate all his
fellow citizens. In this he obviously differs from the hero of the Repub-
lic. Yet, even in the Apology (31e1-32a3; cf. Crito 44d8-10, 47e6-48cH),
he taught that non-philosophers, among whom were to be found most
Athenians, were scarcely human. Aristophanes, we noted above, was
alive to the dangerous political and social implications of this doctrine.
Socrates, he warned, taught rejection of parental authority and of the
religious law sanctifying it. Grounded solely in reason, Socratic moral-
ity disdained traditional Athenian worship (cf. Euthyphro 6a6-c4). Just
as a Thrasymachus would interpret emphasis on rational insight as en-
couragement of tyranny, so other un-Socratic minds would take it as
license to act on whatever they viewed as knowledge. Aristophanes’
Pheidippides is a comic, but serious, example of perils necessarily ac-
companying theories arising from premises indemonstrable except
through an immediate cognition possible only to a small minority.
Thus the exclusive character of ancient thought necessarily, if some-
times unintentionally, emancipated what Hegel and Nietzsche call the
principle of subjectivity.2* Contrary to Nietzsche’s view, the sophists, no
less than Socrates, were responsible for this. No longer is youth taught
to appeal to commonly accepted authorities or common sense; the sole
appeal is to one’s own unassisted reason. Those not sharing classical
thought’s optimism about reason naturally viewed its emancipation as
attempted corruption of youth.

Cognizant of the political hazards inherent in his rationalism, Socra-
tes forbids the discussion of philosophy with those under thirty (Repub-
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dic 538¢5 fL.). Premature introduction to dialectic will deprive potential
philosophers of the crutches of convention before they can walk by un-
assisted reason alone. Thus Socrates’ prohibition is a temporary
measure, safeguarding the immature. Fully developed reason, however,
may safely discard artificially inspired attachment to old, inherited
values. For those who, like Hobbes, deny the existence of “‘a right
reason constituted by nature,” classical thought’s contempt for conven-
tion will always mean encouragement to subvert law and order.25 And
Hobbes here embraces the common-sense view of mankind, the consen-
sus gentium, In the name of humanity, he takes up the cudgels against
ancient thought. For the desire to serve mankind is hardly furthered by
classical philosophy’s love of pure theory.

Not classical philosophy but biblical revelation first fostered the con-
viction that man as man, irrespective of his intellectual capacities, has
dignity and worth. Denying to mind perfect apprehension of the ulti-
mate source of reality, the Bible rejects the very foundation of ancient
thought. According to the Christian, Paul, believers walk by faith and
not by sight. For him, the morality of Greek philosophy is merely the
wisdom of this world and its reason, things of little substance in the
eyes of God.2¢

The biblical denial of reason’s infallibility makes possible moral
values more acceptable to most men.?? For the ancients, this democrati-
zation of morality means betrayal of philosophy to common sense’s
skepticism about mind, a skepticism foreign to Socratics and Protag-
oreans alike. From the biblical standpoint, men pluming themselves
on infallible, exclusive knowledge are guilty of Satanic presumption,
the sin of pride. To tempt Eve, Milton’s Satan utilizes arguments which
might have been employed by a Socrates, a Lucretius, or a Thrasy-
machus.2®8 Even Thomas Aquinas, striving to fit Aristotle into a Chris-
tian context, was forced to deny the evaluation of reason shared by
Aristotle with most classical theorists. Indeed, Thomas attempted to
prove that the highest and most authoritative science cannot rationally
comprehend the essence of the God who is its fundamental presupposi-
tion “because man is directed to God as to an end that surpasses the
grasp of his reason.”2?

For theologians, science, like all human activity, is dependent on the
inscrutable divine will creating it and permitting it to exist. The
fundamental biblical doctrine, creation ex nihilo, must be accepted on
faith since it can never become evident to reason, at least not in this
life.3° One can, therefore, hardly imagine a greater moral or theoretical
opposition than the one separating Aristotle from Thomas, Greek
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reason from biblical faith. Only in lesser matters is genuine synthesis
possible between those affirming and those denying that life’s ultimate
source is cognizable by unassisted reason. It is, then, no exaggeration to
say that Aristotle and Lucretius (or Socrates and Protagoras) have more
in common with each other than either has with Thomas. But, to re-
peat, it is Thomas, and not the ancients, who is in harmony with the
common-sense view of reason.?! From that viewpoint, the “unbelieving
science” of classical thought must seem a “superhuman or inhuman
exaltation of reason.’32

By affirming faith as the cornerstone of the most authoritative sci-
ence, Thomas made room for something other than unerring rational
insight as a basis for science. He was, in this way, a forerunner of the
hypothetical-experimental methods of modern science.3® Indeed, any
science or theory informed by common sense’s misgivings about pure
mind would tend to employ some method to correct reason’s inherent
vagaries. Of course, as a devout Christian, Thomas felt no need to treat
the articles of his faith as scientific hypotheses to be tested by experi-
ment. Such experimentation would seem blasphemous to any orthodox
Moslem, Jew, or Christian. As a Christian, Thomas was certain that his
faith constituted the only secure basis for the most authoritative moral-
ity or science. Yet, different men embrace different faiths, for example,
in the biblical God, or in the Buddha, or in Hitler, or in Lenin, or in
Darwin, or in the experimental methods of modern science.

Some modern thinkers even claim to have faith in reason itself. A con-
temporary philosopher, Karl Jaspers, speaks of ‘“der philosophische
Glaube,” the faith on which philosophy rests.3¢ One often hears the
remark that it is necessary to believe in something. All these faiths—
perhaps especially faith in reason itself—share what the ancients would
have regarded as the crucial error of Thomas Aquinas: All of them
accept a belief or an opinion, a faith, as the ultimate guide. For there
is no need for either biblical faith or modern scientific experimentation
about something known to one. Lucretius feels no necessity to experi-
ment or have faith in regard to the impossibility of creating something
out of nothing. Unlike the modern scientists who did not deny the
biblical God’s existence, but felt no need to hypothesize him, Lucretius
simply denied the possibility of the doctrine central to biblical thought.

The insight or alleged insight permitting Lucretius to discard bibli-
cal creation would also have led most ancient philosophers to deny
modern science’s claim to yield knowledge. At bottom, modern science
is not continuation or improvement of classical science; it arises from
radical rejection of the classical assessment of reason. Bacon, Descartes,
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and other modern pioneers stood on the shoulders of biblical revelation
more than on those of classical thought. Or, instead, they built on the
common-sense view of reason rather than on the classical one.

Modern scientists and intellectuals sometimes, though by no means
always, view themselves as emancipated from what they choose to re-
gard as biblical or medieval superstition. Yet their view of science has,
as we noted, more in common with biblical faith than with Greek
reason. For under the influence of the biblical tradition, Bacon and
Descartes no longer felt it possible to grasp the ultimate source of truth
and justice. On such theological or metaphysical matters, one must
have faith; the light of reason is too dim to permit their apprehension.
Even in scientific matters, reason cannot be left to itself lest it fall into
error. As the full title of Descartes’ famous Discourse on Method indi-
cates, methods must be found by which reason may be rightly guided
to find truth in the sciences: “The understanding, unless directed and
assisted, is a thing unequal and quite unfit to contend with the obscu-
rity of things.”35

As in the case of the Bible®® the Baconian-Cartesian view of reason
made possible an egalitarian or humanitarian concept of reason’s role.
All men, Descartes insists, are basically equal in intelligence; the supe-
rior are so by following a better method of reasoning.3? Even modern
philosophers like Nietzsche who reject egalitarianism nevertheless share
the concept of mind from which it arose. No less than Descartes or
Marx, Nietzsche denies that unassisted reason can determine an objec-
tive hierarchy of worth. Reason, for him, is the impotent tool of an
omnipotent will to power.38 Thus he rejects both theological (Thomas)
and scientific (Bacon, Descartes) methods as aids for fallible reason,
assuming instead that reason is manipulated fortuitously by a cosmic
power drive. The alleged superiority of his “superman” therefore arises
from an irrational urge to gain power. Aristotle, on the other hand,
regarded some men as natural slaves, however free they happened to be
by convention.?® Confident of this insight, he felt no need to enslave
arbitrarily simply to assert his greatness.4

From the standpoint of Greek philosophy, it makes little difference
whether one follows the scientific method of Galileo and Descartes or
the religious method of Loyola. The very notion that unassisted reason
requires a method to grasp reality constitutes an implicit rejection of
‘“unbelieving science.” Methods to correct reason are needed only if un-
assisted reason is, as common sense claims, subject to error and tem-
poral vicissitudes:
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The new thinking, like the age-old thinking of sound common sense, knows
that it cannot have cognition independent of time—though heretofore one
of philosophy’s boasts has been that it is able to do this very thing ... no one
who is making a purchase seriously believes that what he sees, colored by his
desire to buy, will look the same to him later when he regrets having bought
it. Yet, this is equally true of great, ultimate matters that we think we behold
only as something timeless.41

The most basic principles of any science arising from this concept of
reason must be continually tested by experiment; one can never have
final, infallible knowledge concerning them. Thus scientific research is,
in principle, incapable of completion.42 It constitutes a “believing
science,” since God alone could verify its truth once and for all.#?
Without faith in God, all knowledge remains tentative or “histori-

cal,” if reason is incapable of grasping final truths. Desire for unending
experimental verification of one’s faith will then replace desire for
final, rational insight.#4 In this sense, modern, experimental science is a
branch of history.4® Apart from their role in the actual process of his-
tory, scientific truths have no validity, if reason cannot comprehend un-
changing, trans-historical truth:

Die Frage, ob dem menschlichen

Denken gegendstindliche Wahrheit

zukomme, ist keine Frage der Theorie,

sondern eine praktische Frage. In der

Praxis muss der Mensch die Wahrheit
.. . seines Denkens beweisen.46

Incapable of transcending its hypothetical-experimental method,
modern “believing science” cannot restrict its appeal to a philosophic
elite as did Greek philosophy. No man’s intellect is, by nature, better
than another’s; all are dependent on faith of one sort or another.*?
Thus modern thought tends to be silent, if not disdainful, on questions
of ultimate truth, regarding these as questions of “value” as distinct
from questions of “fact.” Ultimate truth or justice are “values” and are,
as such, not amenable to (modern) scientific treatment. Man’s reason, as
Kant put it, cannot comprehend things in themselves. God alone can
do this, if anyone can. Thus, although the founders of modern science
intended it to serve mankind, that science, by its very nature, cannot
say why one should be altruistic: Humanitarianism is a “value” not a
“fact.” Not even the value of scientific research can be scientifically
demonstrated.*® Radicalizing this view, Nietzsche questioned the very
distinction between facts and values: For him there is nothing “given,”
no “thing in itself” existing apart from the values or interpretations

409



ZYGON

which posit its existence. Scientific facts are the scientist’s values or
articles of faith: “Gegen den Positivismus, welcher bei den Phéno-
menon stehn bleibt ‘es gibt nur Tatsachen’ wurde ich sagen: nein, gerade
Tatsachen gibt es nicht, nur Interpretationen . . . ‘es ist alles subjektiv’
sagt ihr: schon das ist Auslegung. Das ‘Subjekt’ ist nichts Gegebendes,
sondern etwas hinzu—Erdichtetes. . . . Ist es zuletzt n6tig, den Inter-
preten noch hinter die Interpretation zu setzen? Schon das ist Dichtung,
Hypothese. . . . Unser Bediirfnisse sind es, die die Welt auslegen, un-
sere Triebe und deren Fiir und Wider,”4®

By utilizing the facts or values created by modern scientific methods,
man can provide himself with means to serve humanity, if that is de-
sired; however, as this generation is all too aware, science can also
teach man to annihilate himself. Capable of serving the values of Soviet
tyranny as readily as those of Isaiah, it receives its ultimate goals from
the individuals or groups controlling it. Modern scientific values such
as truth and objectivity are subordinated to these goals which consti-
tute the ultimate values served by science.’® From the point of view of
these ultimate values, science is merely a tool. Of itself it is morally
neutral. Its moral indifference reflects the common-sense view of reason
from which it arose. According to that view, unassisted reason cannot
escape the “idols of the tribe,” as Bacon called its innate deficiencies.

Scientific technology is an attempt to save reason from itself.5! How
can a reason congenitally incapable of objective insight create scien-
tific techniques permitting it to obtain objectivity?5? The devaluation
of reason by Nietzsche and the existentialists is based on the conviction
that reason’s inherent failings cannot be corrected by its attempt to
pull itself up by its own bootstraps. Lacking miraculous, superhuman
aid, mind is doomed to its own imperfection and subjectivity. Thus,
atheistic existentialism is an outgrowth of the commonly accepted
evaluation of reason, if no divine grace is available.

Nietzsche’s followers, if not Nietzsche himself, tend to reduce all
morality to “will” or “commitment” which, in the absence of “a right
reason constituted by nature,” determines what values are choice-
worthy. The impotence of reason necessitates a tragic, ultimately ir-
reconcilable conflict of wills. Precisely this situation renders freedom
of choice morally relevant. For one would not need to choose one of
many relative goals if one knew the true, absolute goal. In the absence
of this knowledge, all values are often regarded as equally defensible if
those embracing them are prepared to die in their defense. Linking this
concept of morality with the problem of experimentation,5 Rosenzweig
rightly speaks of the “messianic theory of knowledge that values truths
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according to what it has cost to verify them.”5* According to Heidegger,
therefore, it is not the truth which makes men free but freedom which
makes men true.%s

The problem of freedom, as it appears to a “believing science” aware
of its need for faith of some sort, has no place in Greek philosophy. The
ancients, as we noted at the beginning, refuse to descend from the
heights of pure theory to what they regard as the political banality of
the “cave.” For them, the “cave” is life animated by the inherited wis-
dom or common sense of mankind. According to that wisdom, no man’s
intellect can enjoy infallible insight. Timeless, objective cognition is
precluded by dependence on the historical conditions molding one’s
subjectivity.’® Thus mores in the “‘cave” encourage viewing oneself as
radically social or political, incapable of transcending the particular
circumstances of one’s time and station. In this context, reason is truly
a kind of common or communal sense, open to Jasper’s demand for
“boundless communication”5? and therefore hostile to the emancipa-
tion of unassisted, self-sufficient reason, its flight from the “cave” to
eternity. In the “cave,” two alternatives exist: faith in religious or
scientific methods of curing reason’s ills, or the despair of something
like atheistic existentialism.?® Scorning any faith as an ultimate guide,
the ancients, in practice, declined to return to the “cave.” In theory, of
course, even the “cave” presented an interesting object of speculation
for their “unbelieving science” (cf. Plato Parmenides 130cl-e4; Aris-
totle Parts of Animals 644b22-645a36; Politics 1297b11-15). For those
who like Kierkegaard, are committed to biblical values, this ‘“‘aes-
thetic’%® attitude must ultimately collapse into despair, unless it
operates within the framework of a “believing science,” acknowledging
its dependence on the omnipotent will of God. In a similar spirit, if
somewhat less biblically, the modern physicist, Heisenberg, interprets
the ultimate basis of Western civilization:
Die ganze Aktivitit des Abendlandes riihrt ja nicht von einer theoretischen
Einsicht her, auf Grund deren unsere Vorfahren sich berechtigt gefiihlt hitten
zu handeln, sondern es war ganz anders. Am Anfang stand und steht in solchen
Fillen immer der Glaube, Ich meine damit nicht nur den christlichen Glauben
an den von Gott gegebenen sinnvollen Zusammenhang der Welt, sondern auch
einfach den Glauben an unsere Aufgabe in dieser Welt. Glauben heisst dabei
natiirlich nicht, dies oder jenes fiir wahr halten, sondern glauben heisst immer:
Dazu entschliesse ich mich, darauf stelle ich meine Existenz! . . . Diese Formel
(ich glaube, um zu handeln, ich handle, um einzusehen) passt auf die ganze

Naturwissenschaft des Abendlandes, wohl auf die ganze Sendung des Abend-
landes. Sie umgreift humanistiche Bildung und Naturwissenschaft.80
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