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voices, having the potential to challenge the misinformation
and harmful propaganda that often precede crises. The U.S.
government did this effectively through the USIA-produced
“Agreement for Peace” program, which broadcast information
on the international peace negotiations on Kosovo over Alba-
nian television during the two weeks between the February and
March rounds of talks. The program allowed Kosovar journal-
ists to interview key U.S. officials in a live prime-time news
program that reached three quarters of the population of Kosovo.

Developing U.S. strategic information capabilities to engage
a new constellation of international and inter-entity allies is a
challenging task that will require fresh approaches and creative
thinking. Facing this challenge will be a defining element of U.S.
foreign policy in the next century. Contrary to many predic-
tions of the “information age,” the nation-state does not appear
to be wilting away. The decentralization and democratization
of access to information and the ability to disseminate it widely,
however, are changing the dynamic of international relations in
fundamental ways. States hoping to retain advantages in tradi-
tional areas of power, including military and the economic,
must engage this decentralized environment in new and cre-
ative ways in order to retain these advantages and develop new
synergies between old and new actors. To retain current levels
of relevance into the next century, governments must recognize
and internalize this transformation.
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D. Grabam Burnett

A View from the Bridge:

The Two Cultures Debate,
Its Legacy, and the History of Science

HE JOB MARKET FOR HISTORIANS OF SCIENCE, while not as bad as

in the recent past, has not yet grown so vigorous that one

could safely consider saying “no” to much of anything
asked in interviews. Hence, when asked recently in a grim
voice (before I had taken my seat in the interview stall at the
American Historical Association meeting) if T could teach a
lecture course on Medieval England, I heard myself, like a voice
from afar: “Yes. Yes, I will. Yes!” I suspect my enthusiastic
version of Molly Bloom fooled no one, as a glimpse of my
curriculum vitae evidenced not the least qualification in this
regard. '

The small and middle-tier institutions that had advertised an
interest in a historian of science had, as it turned out, a variety
of ideas about what T might add to their teaching-oriented
history programs—a scientific revolutions course, a history of
technology class, a class on Darwin. These seemed reasonable
to me; I had prepared to show such capacities. However, some-
thing else was on the mind of several department heads. An
affable chair from a small college in the South told me that the
scientist on the committee was quite keen to learn what T would
do to improve scientific literacy for non-science majors on
campus. Would I be willing to teach science courses for nonsci-
entists? Could T help bridge the “two cultures” divide at his
institution?

D. Grabam Burnett is a Mellon Fellow in History at Columbia University.
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I answered, of course, in yet another breathless tumble of
affirmatives, but a long evening waiting for callbacks left plenty
of time to reflect on the durability of C. P. Snow’s formulation
and its relationship to the field of history of science. This was
not a new reflection, but one tinged with a new irony. My first
encounter with Snow’s 1959 Rede Lecture, “The Two Cultures
and the Scientific Revolution,” came at the impressionable age
of sixteen, when I found a copy on the shelf of my high-school
headmaster. I surveyed the jacket photo of Snow’s large and
serious face and started in—believing I was making a foray into
a major and significant subject, that I was reading a very
grown-up book.! My understanding of the text at the time had
a palpable influence on my decision to pursue the history of
science in college, work that led to a graduate fellowship to
read for a Ph.D. in the field at Snow’s own beloved Cambridge.
On one of my first days there, I passed the cobbled walk behind
the Senate House (where the Rede Lectures are given) and took
it into my head to make my way through Snow again, this time
less naively. A term under the supervision of Stefan Collini
(who that year had completed a new edition of the “Two
Cultures” with a very helpful introduction) gave me a new
distaste for the essay—its ex cathedra pronouncements, its
somewhat self-important anecdotal style—along with a strong
sense that it could be held responsible for the perpetuation of
many of the ailments in Anglo-American intellectual life that it
set out to diagnose.

My purpose in this essay will be to revisit Snow’s Rede
Lecture of forty years past, and the subsequent disputes—
notably a vitriolic rebuttal by F. R. Leavis—that arose around
it. Part of my purpose in doing so will be to establish the
magnitude and longevity of the public interest in the “Two
Cultures” diagnosis. One not infrequently hears academics carp
that their work fails to reach that coveted and elusive “broader
audience.” Snow’s lecture had an astoundingly rapid and broad
impact on how reading people in Britain and the United States
(at least) talked about the relationship between the sciences, on
the one hand, and the arts and humanities, on the other. Using
a collection of contemporary reviews and essays I will sketch
the lineaments of the debates that opened in scholarly and
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semischolarly publications, focusing on early lines of criticism.
I will go on to suggest that the legacy of Snow’s formulation
remains active today in unexpected contexts, where it contin-
ues to function as a structure for undermining the significance
of a range of nonscientific enterprises. Finally, I want to show
what the history of science can contribute to a full account of
this original “two cultures debate,” while asking at the same
time what the history of these debates can tell us about the past
and the future of the discipline of history of science.

SNOW AND THE TWO CULTURES

Suppose one gave a one-hour lecture and left the room having
substantially reformulated the way a large number of people
describe their past, present, and future. Imagine stepping away
from the rostrum having generated a language that would
gradually insinuate itself into the way that intellectuals and
popular journals alike describe history, current events, and
future priorities. This happens infrequently, but it happens. For
evidence one need look no further than the Rede Lecture of
1959. There, Charles Percy Snow, Sir Charles, later Lord Snow—
a less-than-fully-successful physical chemist turned lauded Brit-
ish novelist and science-policy pundit—offered his listeners a
way of talking about intellectual life that would not go away.?
In the mid-1980s Snow’s essay remained on reading lists at
more than five hundred universities around the world.’> Not so
long ago, the elusive dark horse of American arts and letters,
Thomas Pynchon, dignified Snow with an adjectival coinage: in
an essay in the New York Times on the New Luddites, Pynchon
invoked the specter of what he called the “Snovian Disjunc-
tion.”* It is a disjunction regularly lamented in scholarly sym-
posia, cited by academic administrators, and invoked to help
account for everything from the “science wars” to the history
of environmental policy.” The Rede Lecture cannot be dis-
missed.

After my juvenescent encounter with the essay, [ had a ques-
tion: What could be done to mend this dreadful fissure in
Western thought? After my second pass through the text five
years later, | had a new question: How was it that these fifty-
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one pages, “neither original,” as one commentator at the time
put it bluntly, “nor deep, nor witty, nor closely reasoned,”
touched off such an extensive and often hot-tempered debate?®
What distinctive element of “The Two Cultures” has made it—
despite the best efforts of many—the most frequently cited
articulation of the relationship between science and society, a
touchstone for several generations of commentary? Snow claimed
to be as stumped as others, writing later that he felt something
like the sorcerer’s apprentice, having unleashed a torrent of
forces far beyond his own powers. Later still he mused regret-
fully that the lecture had entangled him in a ceaseless cycle of
public presentations and defenses—a lecturing life that had
distracted him from his literary life, and (he intimated) perhaps
cost him the Nobel Prize for literature.”

While “The Two Cultures” can indeed be read as a pastiche
of earlier arguments about the necessary ascendancy of sci-
ence—one thinks here of H. G. Wells and ]J. D. Bernal, among
others—Snow’s formulation did not merely recapitulate these
earlier discussions, but extended them and rendered them timely
and solemn by means of an emphasis on the global geopolitical
context of different forms of knowledge. The premise of his
presentation was this: Snow claimed to have acceded to a
vantage point that afforded him a unique perspective on the
topography of intellectual life around the world. He put himself
forward as a witness to the increasing bifurcation of the world’s
educated population into two mutually exclusive and
noncommunicating “cultures,” one scientific and one literary.
Asserting that his unusual formation, “by training a scientist,
by vocation a writer,” had enabled him to watch these two
cultures exchange increasingly hostile glares across a divide of
mutual incomprehension, Snow went on to catalog the interna-
tional causes and costs of this intellectual polarization. He left
no doubt that, in his view, the burden of responsibility fell
heavily on the literary culture.

In what became perhaps the most celebrated passage of the
lecture (which quickly became a best-selling short book) Snow
described his own amphibious capacity to cross from the phys-
ics laboratories of Cambridge to the literary parties of Chelsea,
and the frightful things he found in this traverse:
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A good many times | have been present at gatherings of people
who, by the standards of the traditional culture, are thought highly
educated and who have with considerable gusto been expressing
their incredulity at the illiteracy of scientists. Once or twice I have
been provoked and have asked the company how many of them
could describe the Second Law of Thermodynamics. The response
was cold: it was also negative. Yet [ was asking something which
is about the scientific equivalent of: Have you read a work of
Shakespeare’s?

The lack of communication between belletrists and scien-
tists—what Snow called the “polarity” of the intellectual life of
Britain and America—was not, in his assessment, merely an
unfortunate or inevitable effect of increasing specialization.
Rather, as Snow wound his way through the remaining three
sections of his talk, it became clear that he considered these
poles very much charged. At the positive end were the scien-
tists, whose pragmatic concern with getting things done drew
them ineluctably to the future, a future they construed with
dogged optimism and to which they applied their skills in the
interest of material progress; scientists and engineers, Snow
famously asserted, “have the future in their bones.” At the
negative pole huddled the cold spirits of the literary life, who,
to paraphrase Fitzgerald (though Snow did not), “beat on,
boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.”

What began then as a lamentable division between special-
ists, and merely that, became on further development nothing
less than a full-blown indictment. Not only had literary intellec-
tuals (here standing in for all humanists and artists) been unable
to come to terms with the realities of technological and scien-
tific progress—in Snow’s view, they merely held their nose and
looked the other way during the industrial revolution—but,
even worse, their overdeveloped faculties for neurasthenic self-
absorption, indeed their collapse into solipsistic commune with
their own pain, had led to a literature void of “social hope.” In
its most extreme forms (and here Snow singled out Yeats,
Pound, and Wyndham Lewis) this had led to a literature of the
“most imbecile expressions of anti-social feeling.” To drive the
point home, Snow cited approvingly the disgusted question of
one of his well-read physicist friends, who asked, “Nine out of
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ten of those who have dominated literary sensibility in our
time—weren’t they not only politically silly, but politically
wicked? Didn’t the influence of all they represent bring Auschwitz
that much nearer?”

Little argument could be offered to Lionel Trilling’s restrained
comment on this aspect of Snow’s claim, that “there can be no
other interpretation of his lecture than that it takes toward
literature a position of extreme antagonism.”® Had this been
all, “The Two Cultures” would have been both less audacious
and less interesting. After all, his account of the nineteenth-
century literary response to the industrial revolution was mani-
festly wrong (as a number of contemporary scholars were quick
to point out), and his characterization of the navel-gazing of
literary artists and critics, while polemical, could hardly be
described as particularly original or important. Snow, however,
had bigger fish to fry. In his view, this lamentable “literary
culture” transcended some isolated community of novelists and
dons. In fact, he went on to argue, the spirit of the Luddite
literary culture beat at the very heart of the nebulous “tradi-
tional culture” of Britain. This “traditional culture” included, in
effect, everyone but the scientists: schoolteachers, civil ser-
vants, business magnates, and, most distressingly, those in po-
sitions of political power.

Having thus expanded the ambit and scale of his two cultures
division, Snow the diplomat and policy advisor sketched its
global geopolitical context. In the final section of his talk,
entitled “The Rich and the Poor,” Snow looked out from the
Senate House at the world. In the southern hemisphere he saw
poverty, disease, and suffering—a world waiting to take the
great leap forward, a world waiting to industrialize and take its
share of global prosperity. To the east and the west Snow saw
two superpowers likely, at the very least, to eclipse Britain’s
international stature. Worse, the glare of the Cold War and the
recent tests of hydrogen bombs suggested that something con-
siderably more urgent than education policy lay at stake. Set on
this dramatic stage, the two cultures division—“litero-tradi-
tional” versus “techno-scientific”—was something much worse
than an unfortunate drain on creativity or an obstacle to truly
enlightened high table conversation. Set on this stage, the two
cultures division became, for Snow, fatal.
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In somber tones Snow promised that the have-not nations
would not long be kept out of the wealth of industrialization.
Their modernization would demand capital and technological
assistance from wealthy industrialized states, aid that could
only be provided by those countries that had educated a surplus
of scientists and engineers, and that possessed leaders informed
about the scientific world—in other words, countries not suffer-
ing from the debilitating effects of an intellectual house divided.
The United States and the USSR were producing, Snow as-
serted, more scientists and engineers; they understood. Britain’s
educational system needed an overhaul—giving a new priority
to techno-scientific education—not merely to save Britain, but
because of an urgent and pressing duty to the poor of the world,
who needed to become the collaborative project of developed
nations. Without a collaborative overseas enterprise, who knew
what might become of superpower tensions? Without attention
to the poor of the world, a global revolt of the have-nots
rumbled on the horizon. “Isn’t it time we began?” Snow con-
cluded in a hortatory peroration.

This, then, was the sweeping formulation of Snow’s “Two
Cultures”: a past wherein literature and the traditional intelli-
gentsia had neglected science and technology; a present in
which scientific illiteracy was morally culpable and educational
reform cried out for urgent attention; and a future where there
would be, as Snow put it, “jam” for the underprivileged, and
global cooperation to that end. The story presented few wholly
new elements, but it linked together an array of issues—some
timely, some perennial—in a powerful way. Scholarly antipa-
thies, cultural disjunction, educational anxieties, class resent-
ments, economic development, social responsibility—Snow welded
all these into a synthetic diagnosis accompanied by a noble and
visionary prescription. There was much more to his lecture
than just an observation about how scientists and artists had
difficulty chatting.

THE PUBLIC LIFE OF “THE TWO CULTURES”

When I went to Stefan Collini to ask how Snow had managed
to create such a resilient scholarly sound bite, he offered two
approaches to a solution. The first, quite rightly, was a reading
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of his own introductory essay on the lecture. There Collini does
the important work of situating Snow’s lecture in the broader
context of political and social change in the late 1950s and
early 1960s. The launch of Sputnik and the opening of the Cold
War, the emerging process of decolonization in Africa, the
proliferation of atomic resources—all these events led to a high
profile for science; they make it easier to understand how Snow’s
cocktail of education, economics, technology, and moral duty
could have become a cultural incendiary. Collini (like John de
la Mothe in his book C. P. Snow and the Struggle of Modernity)
points to a broader “crisis” in English education in the period
and shows that “The Two Cultures” must be read as a contribu-
tion to that debate, just as it must be understood as an interven-
tion in the endless and subtle negotiations of class, merit, and
entitlement that are the very stuff of English civic life.
Collini’s second suggestion pointed me to the archives of the
Cambridge University Press, where he had seen a substantial
collection of contemporary reviews and commentaries that had
been cut out and preserved by the editors and maintained in a
set of scrapbooks. For several months that autumn [ rode my
newly acquired bicycle out Trumpington Road to Brooklands
Avenue and then down to the main press building, where I was
given a table and a large album with pale green pages stiffened
with the dry glue on hundreds of clippings. The archive provided
a striking record of the reception given to Snow’s lecture and
its subsequent printed editions, an archive that made it possible
to sketch out the shape and magnitude of public response.
From the very start Snow’s statement received remarkable
attention. One of the most telling documents in the collection
was a transcript of the weekly news broadcast on the BBC
European Service the morning after the lecture, where Donald
Tyerman, the chief editor of The Economist, passed over the
Shah of Persia’s state visit and municipal elections in London to
call Snow’s public presentation “the most significant news event
of the week.”® The “quality” press followed suit. The Observer
claimed that Snow’s prescience had revealed a national and
international “time of crisis,” a theme echoed by another com-
mentator who wrote in Encounter that the lecture had “beau-
tifully exposed the basic crisis of our existence.”'? The analysis
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of the split in intellectual life between literary intellectuals and
scientists was “brilliant” and “profoundly important,” “easily
the most important statement on English education” in the
better part of a century."! From early on, however, the issues
were seen to reach beyond Great Britain and English schooling.
The southern hemisphere saw itself placed at center stage, and
the Times of Ceylon and a South African journal cited Snow’s
argument, praising it for its relevance to industrializing nations.
From Puerto Rico to Japan, Israel to Argentina to Ghana, C. P.
Snow’s characterization of the two cultures and global needs
found a forum.

Publication in pamphlet form brought another wave of praise.
Snow’s identification of the “lamentable division” was lauded
as “brilliant” and “important,” “shrewd” and “sane.”’* The
Listener followed up on its original praise, claiming that Snow
had opened the “great debate” on science and the cultures of
the book, and that “a general agreement” had emerged in
English society concerning the importance and veracity of his
analysis.”* The New Statesman review accepted Snow’s notion
of literary Ludditism unmodified and preempted critics by de-
claring that Snow’s historic essay was “not likely to be contro-
verted.”!* Scientific and technical journals reflected,
unsurprisingly, a particular enthusiasm: the Bulletin of the In-
stitute of Physics, Physics Today, the American Scientist, and
Nature all devoted portions of their book-review space to lengthy
quotations, accepting Snow’s thesis with little criticism or res-
ervation. Nature even saw in Snow’s prescriptions for scientific
progress a call for a “new missionary spirit” in the service of
technology.’” While not all scientific publications followed suit
with such unconditional praise (Scientific American was a no-
table exception), in general the scientific press seized on Snow
with enthusiasm surpassing that of mainstream journals.

In 1962, when F. R. Leavis delivered his venomous Richmond
Lecture entitled “Two Cultures? The Significance of Lord Snow,”
debates around Snow’s thesis came to be subsumed into the
“Icavis-Snow controversy.” But the Cambridge University Press
archive reveals that a number of critical approaches to Snow
had emerged between 1959 and 1962. These can be conve-
niently divided into three groups: first, those arguing that Snow’s
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binary division was inadequate in that it overlooked the social
sciences or other modes of human inquiry; second, those pre-
senting criticisms of Snow’s use of history or his understanding
of literature; and third, a set of what might be called “founda-
tional attacks” on the principles (stated or implied) in Snow’s
essay. Brief examples will serve as a context for understanding
the structure of the public debate that preceded Leavis.

Characteristic of the first line of criticism, Asa Briggs, the
distinguished historian of modern Britain whose Age of Im-
provement had been published that year, wrote in the Scientific
American of October 1959 that Snow had left “completely out
of the picture” consideration of “the growing territory of the
social sciences.”!® The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists con-
curred, and turned a review of “The Two Cultures and the
Scientific Revolution” into a four-page history of the rise of the
social sciences, criticizing Snow for his apparent “total igno-
rance” about that “third culture—that concerned with man in
society—in which humanistic and scientific modes of thought
are inextricably intertwined.”!” The Northwest Review also
pointed out that Snow’s overly tidy division between the two
cultures neglected a large and growing set of intellectual en-
deavors: “Whether patrons of social hope or not, there are in
fact members of a third ‘culture’ who presume to take as their
field of competence a knowledge of human behavior which
comprehends the scientific, the literary, the technological, the
religious, the rich and the poor—not as separate ‘cultures’ but
as parts of a whole bound together by the intangible web of
tradition.” " Interestingly, Snow proved sensitive to this “third
culture” critique. In his 1963 “Second Thoughts,” accompany-
ing a republication of the lecture, Snow passed entirely over the
substance of Leavis’s recent polemic but did claim that the two
cultures thesis should be revised to include the “third culture”
of social science. Despite accepting this notion, Snow never
acknowledged thart this “third culture” actually linked his po-
larized “two cultures” or bridged the perceived gap. Rather, he
preferred to see the social sciences as a third island in the atoll
of his insular intellectual geography.

Instances of the second line of critique were plentiful. Snow’s
rather sloppy suggestion that Anglo-American literature had

The Two Cultures Debate 203

done little more than muster “a scream of horror” by way of
response to the industrial revolution provoked G. H. Bantocl'< to
give his article in the Listener of September 1959 that very title.
A colleague of Leavis’s at Cambridge, Bantock had just com-
pleted a study of the fiction of Leopold Hamilton Myer.s, and
this work, along with a more intimate acquaintance with the
nineteenth-century English novel, led Bantock to question Snow’s
appreciation of the complexity of the literary iqtelkctuals’ re-
sponse to industrialization. “At the heart of their drsconten.t,
he wrote, “repeated time and time again, and especially during
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, lies a distaste for the
assertive will which appears always to accompany the develop-
ment of technical control over the forces of nature.”? Bantock
even intimated the lines of Leavis’s future attack, writing, “My
point is that the objections of the literary intellectuals to the
trend of events Sir Charles is concerned to further have a long
history; moreover they are based ultimately on considerations
of psychic and spiritual health.”

Foundational atrtacks focused on the ethical postulates of
Snow’s lecture and accused him of being unclear on, or naive
to, the ethical principies of his own argument. Such critiques
charged him with making claims about happiness, human goods,
and moral responsibility without laying appropriate ground—
work for such claims. In general, commentators using this
approach tried to bring to light the ethical dimeqsions of what
was perceived to be Snow’s thinly veiled scientism, and they
called on Snow to provide an explanation of what he called
“the moral component right in the grain of science itself.” For
those who adopted this line of criticism, the two cultures debate
was really a debate over the moral high ground, a debate about
what kind of human knowledge and intellect deserved prece-
dence in addressing human well-being. The earliest critique of
Snow fitting this description saw publication in August of 19.59
in the Spectator, the same journal that would later publish
Leavis’s controversial Richmond Lecture. In this review, the
philosopher of aesthetics Richard Wollheim called into question
the deep commitments driving Snow’s claims about the need for
increased cultural assimilation of science. Given the unavoid-
able risks and cost of incorporating a technocracy into liberal
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political theory, Wollheim asked what fundamental doctrines
could justify Snow’s advocacy. While Wollheim suggested some
that might (for instance, the pursuit of a pure meritocracy), he
expressed concern that Snow never made clear which ones he
considered valid: “The trouble with the lecture is that it is
written absolutely outside any theory of man or culture, and it
is this philosophical deficiency that gives it a biscuit-like dry-
ness and places it at quite the opposite end of a scale from
discussions of the same matter by Mill or Newman.”?

Other critics pursued this line in questioning the soundness of
Snow’s plea for educational reform. What did Snow consider
the “purpose” of education? Unless that stood clearly articu-
lated, plans for educational reform could never be sound or
systematic.?! Refusing to accept scientific “progress” as its own
justification, several commentators went on to question the
right of science to lead itself in the name of social progress.?? As
K. W. Blythe wrote in the Cambridge Review in November of
1959, “As long as the question is ‘how?’ the scientist is supreme;
when he has answered it, the question becomes ‘which?’ and
the answer is looked for elsewhere.”” In a complex essay
published in Encounter in September of 1959, the historian and
philosopher of science Michael Polanyi called attention to the
pitfalls of the attempt to coax from “scientific rationalism”
anything like a moral agency:

Yet it would be easy to show that the principles of scientific
rationalism are strictly speaking non-sensical. No human mind can
function without accepting authority, custom and
tradition. . . . Empirical induction, strictly applied, can yield no
knowledge at all and is a meaningless ideal.... And as to the
naturalistic explanation of morality, it must ignore, and so by

implication deny, the very existence of human responsibility. It is
too absurd.**

On this line of argument (splaying Snow on the tines of
Hume’s fork), scientific investigation could never provide a
“moral organ,” nor could its epistemology fairly be claimed to
be inherently ethical in any important way. Perhaps the most
concise articulation of this foundational critique can be found
in a discussion of the two cultures held by the Philosophy of

e
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Sciences group of the Newman Association of Great Britain. In
the first sentence of this commentary, Snow is challenged for
having brought forward a “criticism” of both the scientific and
literary communities without providing the “ideal or ideals
which such criticism implies.”?

F. R. LEAVIS: FROM PUBLIC DEBATE TO PUBLIC CONTROVERSY

The Columbia University library holds a copy of the 1963
American edition of the Leavis essay “Two Cultures? The
Significance of Lord Snow.” A carefully penciled marginalia
greets the reader at the top of the first page: “Gentle rgader,
you are approaching the most virulent, petty, feculent string of
ad hominems ever produced by internecine British snobbery.
Forewarned!” One doubts it is Lionel Trilling’s hand, but it
accurately reflects his assessment of the piece.*

Leavis was a curious figure. As a literary critic of immense
authority, he could legitimately claim to have been (in impor-
tant ways) the herald of Eliot, Conrad, and Lawrence. Hls
journal, Scrutiny, maintained a scowling outsider’s perspective
on the academic life of Cambridge even as it significantly
reshaped the study of English literature in Britain as a whole.
Unswerving in his Arnoldian quest to make the study of litera-
ture the “criticism of life,” Leavis presided over a faithful
coterie of like-minded critics who treated the life of letters as
something of a calling: a spiritual devotion in which initi:ates
plumbed the vital essence of humanity by the close and continu-
ous reading of literature. No portrait of this luminously puri-
ranical man rivals the eloge written by George Steiner in 1963,
the year of Leavis’s retirement.”’” There and elsewhere the
Richmond Lecture was recalled as a sad testimony to the dark
shadow of vituperation that lengthened over Leavis’s criticism
in his later years. . .

Having devoted much of his professional life to artlcula}t}ng
a vision of literature as a salvific force, standing in opposition
to the spiritual and personal decay of postindustrial civiliza-
tion, Leavis found Snow’s optimistic scientism a testament to
the bleak condition of intellectual life. His irascible sensibilities
enraged by what he saw as largely favorable public response,
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Leavis created in his rebuttal something like a catalog of with-
ering slights, beginning with the opener, in which he notes of
Snow’s tone that “while only genius could justify it, one cannot
readily think of genius adopting it.” Needless to say, Leavis
assessed Snow as being considerably below the rank of genius,
asserting that he was “as intellectually undistinguished as it is
possible to be.” And, from Leavis’s perspective, it was this that
made treating the argument of the “Two Cultures” a tricky
business: “The intellectual nullity is what constitutes any diffi-
culty there may be in dealing with Snow’s panoptic pseudo-
cogencies, his parade of a thesis: a mind to be argued with—
that is not there.”

This being the case, Leavis argued that he had no choice but
to treat Snow and his essay less as subject than as omen, a
“portent” of the world to come. Leavis used the term, in one
form or another, no fewer than eight times as he sputtered
incredulously at the popular reception “The Two Cultures”
received. For Leavis, the whole affair—Snow’s rise to the status
of sage and social prophet, the praise greeting his novels, the
ubiquity of “The Two Cultures” on sixth-form reading lists—
had to be treated as a sign of the deep illness of the body politic.
This approach heralded Leavis’s blisteringly personal attack on
Snow, which, cleverly, Leavis could deny had any personal aim
at all: Snow, after all, was merely a symptom, not even con-
scious of his own inanity. Few were fooled by comments such
as, “Snow is, of course, a—no, I can’t say that; he isn’t: Snow
thinks of himself as a novelist,” followed by, “As a novelist he
doesn’t exist; he doesn’t begin to exist. He can’t be said to know
what a novel is.” While these may have proved not entirely
inaccurate assessments of Snow’s literary work (Leavis stated
baldly that Snow’s novels would not last), they were deemed
beyond the pale of cultured debate about the two cultures.

Published in the Spectator on March 9, 1962, Leavis’s lecture
was greeted the following week by a storm of seventeen angry
letters, all condemning him and particularly his tone. The pub-
lished letters (a small portion of those received) came from a
variety of notables, but they shared a general dismissive dis-
taste for Leavis’s outburst. “I read to the end of this attack
because I could not make out what it was all about or why Dr.

s
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Leavis wrote it,” wrote Dame Edith Sitwell archly, and Leavis
was charged throughout with jealousy, bitterness, gossip, and
spleen. Lord Boothby called Leavis’s “breed” a “canker,” and
even Stephen Toulmin accused Leavis of “illogic so gross” that
it “amounts to an abuse of language,” consigning him to the
“Dark Ages.” “Laughable,” “ill-mannered, self-centerf:d and
adolescent,” “destructive,” full of “insincerity, incapacity and
envy”—such was the language used by those who rose to
Snow’s defense.

When Alan Sokal published his hoax article in Social Text in
1996, it was disheartening to watch how quickly an opportu-
nity for serious discussion of substantive disagreements about
science and society degenerated into a scandal over scholarly
manners. Something quite similar happened to the two cultures
debates in the wake of Leavis’s contribution.? Pious condemna-
tions of Leavis’s tone stood in for a serious engagement with the
substance of his attack on “The Two Cultures.” Substance
there was. Read in the context of the pre-1962 criticisms of
Snow, “The Two Cultures? The Significance of Lord Snow”
can be understood as a potent hybrid of what I identified as the
second and third types of critique: on the one hand, Leavis
argued forcefully that Snow had misunderstood the history and
significance of literary life; at the same time, Leavis F)ffered a
devastating attack on Snow’s lack of philosophical rigor.

In searching for the ethical foundation for what he call‘s a
naive, unconscious, and irresponsible argument making claims
about human goods, Leavis found nothing but a “portentous”
confounding of “standard of living” and “quality of life.” Snow’s
avuncular shorthand for human goods, “jam,” betrayed him.
For Leavis, anchoring “social hope” in “jam” represented the
most barbarous neo-Wellsianism. “It is a confusion,” he wrote,
“to which all creative writers are tacit enemies.” If Snow truly
understood the “individual tragedy” of solitude and death (as
he explicitly claimed), how did he propose to tran.scend it. and
buy “social hope” with material goods? The confusion of “jam”
with “salvation” represented the “terrifying distortion and fal-
sification” of the reality of the human experience, a malady not
only beyond reparation by the benefices of science and technol-
ogy but, in fact, one that traced its etiology to the very ethos of
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production that arose out of Snow’s precious “industrial revo-
lution.”

Having thus called on a Ruskin-like argument to undermine
the organizing principle of “The Two Cultures,” Leavis turned
to a moving defense of literature. Neither science nor technol-
ogy, he argued, would ever bridge the gap between the indi-
vidual and society; neither could help the soul escape from the
“individual tragedy” of solitude. For Leavis, only language and
its heart, literature, allowed human beings to be more than
themselves. Through the community of readers, through a “nec-
essary faith” in the process of reading, it became possible, in his
view, to move into a “third realm,” an intellectual space neither
entirely personal nor entirely “public.” In the dialogue of read-
ing and in the conversation of criticism, readers craft a “cul-
tural community or consciousness” that serves as the base of
cthical life. Leavis caught the essence of this process in two
potent phrases: gathered over a text, two readers ask, “This is
50, isn’t it?” and answer one another again and again, “Yes,

but....” For Leavis this process represented the only hope for
humanity.

THE TWO CULTURES AND THE HISTORY OF SCIENCE

How old is the two cultures debate? By tweaking the terms of
the argument its genealogy can be extended nearly indefinitely.
Among the most cerrain lineal ancestors of the Leavis-Snow
controversy are the shadow debates of T. H. Huxley and
Matthew Arnold in the late 1870s and early 1880s. Hlixley’s
“Science and Culture” called for the culture of the book to yield
up its stranglehold on the university, calling science a new and
ascendant “criticism of life” that had rendered the traditional
modes of humanistic inquiry (here Erasmus got trucked in, only
to be dismissed) obsolete. Arnold’s rejoinder, “Literature and
Science,” was itself a Rede Lecture in the year 1882. Arnold
granted that science could rightfully claim a more significant
place in education, but he strenuously denied that literature and
the arts served merely as ornament, insisting instead that the
humanistic enterprises would become only more vital as the
innovations of technology and science increasingly transformed
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what individuals had long held true about themselves and the
world. It would be the special purview of the humanities and
arts “to exercise the power of relating the modern results of
natural science to man’s instinct for conduct, his instinct for
beauty.”? Herein, certainly, lies the model for Leavis’s similar
conclusion: “The advance of science and technology means a
human future of change so rapid and of such kinds. .. that
mankind—and this is surely clear—will need to be in full intel-
ligent possession of its full humanity.”3® This early debate set
the terms in other ways as well. In Arnold’s challenge to the
scientists of his day—he noted that he had met people who
thought themselves educated who could not construe a climac-
tic line from Macbeth—one hears the forerunner of Snow’s one-
liner on the Second Law of Thermodynamics: “I was asking
something which is about the scientific equivalent of: Have you
read a work of Shakespeare’s?”

Earlier antecedents present themselves: the two cultures de-
bates of the 1950s and 1960s represent a particularly mid-
twenticth-century version not merely of the romantic versus the
utilitarian but of the early Enlightenment contest of the ancients
versus the moderns as well. The primordial “two cultures,” to
push back still farther, were not the humanities and the sciences
but rather the humanities and the divinities; not until Bacon’s
Great Instauration and the early seventeenth century would
“Natural Philosophy” be thrust into the midst of the more
traditional division.?! It has been put forward that the abso-
lutely aboriginal two cultures division can be traced all the way
back to the thirteenth century, during which manuscripts of
Euclid’s Elements became widely available in Latin, separating
mathematical adepts from other readers and establishing the
rift between the trivium and the quadrivium.’? There lie superb
clues to the depreciation of the linguistic arts in the etymologi-
cal links between trivium (grammar, logic, rhetoric) and trivial
(of no consequence).*® Who is to say that the fissure does not
take rise still farther back, in the distinction between the banausic
and liberal occupations familiar to the Greeks?**

Many historians of science would argue that this game of
pushing the roots of the “binary economy” of science and the
humanities/arts back in time cannot begin to be truly interesting
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unless accompanied by the detailed work of historicizing the
categories themselves.’> Some of Peter Galison’s work, for
instance, asks how scientists in different places and at different
imes have argued for the “unity” of their enterprise. Given the
heterogeneity of the sciences, how did the “culture” of science
come to identify itself as one and argue, against considerable
odds, for the (anagogical? analytical?) convergence of pro-
foundly diverse scientific inquiries?*® Another approach might
be to ask, as Lorraine Daston and others do, how the “artistic”
virtues of imagination and intuition came to be juxtaposed with
proper operations of the scientific method, and in answering
this begin to explain how scientific “facts” came to be defined
in opposition to texts and artifacts.’” Still other scholars have
taken on the story of the late Enlightenment split between the
Geistwissenschaften and the Naturwissenschaften in consider-
able detail.®® For historians of science, the question of how
science came to define itself—and particularly how that pro-
cess of definition proceeded by the invocation of binary oppo-
sitions with other forms of knowledge—does not just constitute
a central problem. In some sense it is the problem, for to answer
it is to say nothing less than how science got to be what it is.

This historicized two cultures, however, was not what the
search committee from that small liberal arts college had in
mind when they brought the subject up. Rather, they envisioned
me, in my capacity as a historian of science, “bridging” the
disciplinary divisions in the strictly Snovian sense—I was to
address the obvious and immediate problem that English majors
could say nothing suitably respectful about the Second Law of
Thermodynamics. They gave away their wholly synchronic
sense of the term when they set “bridging the two cultures”
right next to “increasing science literacy [sic]” in their checklist
of interests. I think all working historians of science would
agree that our discipline does not currently strive to be a
conduit between science and the humanities. Interestingly, how-
ever, the modern origins of the discipline lie in precisely that
project. In fact, Snow’s seemingly distinctive formulation of the
two cultures problem—the threat of imminent global tragedy as
a result of the noncommunication between scientists and other
intellectuals—saw precise articulation thirty years earlier, in a
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book by the founding father of history of science as a discipline
in the United States, George Sarton. In The History of Science
and the New Humanism, based on lectures given at Brown
University in 1930, Sarton wrote, “The most ominous conflict
of our time is the difference of opinion between men of letters,
historians, philosophers, the so-called humanists, on the one
side, and scientists on the other.”* For him, the only hope lay
in the very field he pioneered: “Between the old humanists and
the scientist, there is but one bridge, the history of science, and
the construction of that bridge is the main cultural need of our
time.” The history of science in the United States, then, emerged
specifically to span the perceived two cultures division and to
ameliorate its pernicious effects.

Recalling my original mandate, [ wish to see what a historian
of science can offer by way of a bridge linking the pugnacious
oppositions of the two cultures debate proper, the Leavis-Snow
controversy.* Attention to the historical entanglements of sci-
ence and culture can indeed show deep links between the most
disparate (even self-consciously antithetical) modes of knowing
and making. Snow bemoaned that he could not find a nonscien-
tist who could explain the Second Law of Thermodynamics;
Leavis dismissed any comparison between the laws of thermo-
dynamics and the sacred sphere of literature as “a cheap jour-
nalistic infelicity.” For the historian of science a double irony
binds these claims. The Second Law of Thermodynamics, ar-
ticulated in different forms from the 1850s forward by Lord
Kelvin (William Thompson) and Claussius (Rudolf Gottlieb),
states that while energy is conserved, entropy (or disorder)
appears to be constantly increasing in the universe.* The impli-
cations—that energy tends to disperse, that the universe ap-
pears headed for maximum entropy or “heat-death”—gradu-
ally came to be understood as a frigid challenge to late Victo-
rian progressivism. Popular journals depicted in images and
words the last hours of civilization shivering in the cold sleet of
an expiring solar system; the question of the ancients about
whether the world would end in fire or flood had been super-
seded by a proof: it would end under solid ice. Wrote Joseph
Conrad of the import of the Second Law, “If you take it to heart
it becomes an unendurable tragedy. If you believe in improve-
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ment you must weep, for the attained perfection must end in
cold, darkness and silence.”* Physicists cited Tennyson (“What
hope of answer or redress?”) as they drove home the point that
the earth seemed to be headed for a frozen end.” Not only has
recent work on the history of thermodynamics traced an elabo-

rate story of the impact of the Second Law on late-nineteenth-

century British popular religion, but several scholars have shown
clear links between the pessimism the Second Law engendered
and the movement of the decadent writers in France and Brit-
ain.* The very decay Snow decried in the moral fiber of literary
culture, it turns out, cannot be fully understood without refer-
ence to the history of his own beloved Second Law.

At the same time, to read Leavis dismiss the Second Law with
a wave and then, right in the midst of his anti-Snow polemic,
turn to a reading of Conrad’s The Shadow Line is, in light of
that author’s own reflections, no less ironic. In this com-
pressed and disturbing “confession” Conrad transforms the
tropics into the entropics—a young captain sits indefinitely
becalmed at his first command, a tableau starkly rendering the
dissolution that attends the subsidence of useable energy. The
Shadow Line, which Leavis brought forward as a self-evident
proof of the irrelevance of the Second Law, would be better
read as a parable of its broad cultural significance. For all the
power of Leavis’s description of the collaborative process of
reading, it required of him a particular kind of shortsightedness
not to realize that the constitutive dialogue on which he grounded
our humanity, “It is this, isn’t it . . .” followed by “Yes, but . . .,”
has occurred not merely standing before poems but standing
before the natural world as well, where it has been and contin-
ues to be no less significant. To show this will always be the
object of the history of science.

CONCLUSION

When I arrived at Columbia to take up my postdoctoral posi-
tion in the Society of Fellows in the Humanities, my office was
empty, with a single exception. On the desk lay a copy of the
university’s research broadsheet, 21C. The issue that wel-
comed me featured a focus on “the sciences and the humani-
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ties,” and, taking it up with interest, I discovered a set of essays
written by people on and off campus discussing different inter-
disciplinary projects that cut across the “Snovian Disjunction.”
The editors’ leader, however, raised an eyebrow: after suggest-
ing that the sciences and the humanities have long danced an
“uneasy pas de deux with neither partner consistently leading,”
they infelicitously rephrased the issue as a showdown between
reason and the irrational. The issue of which culture will domi-
nate in the twenty-first century, I read on, comes down to
whether we pursue an “Age of Logic or an Age of Luddites.”
How, one might well ask, did literary culture—in paragraph
one hand in hand with science—come by paragraph three to be
the dark path to atavistic illogic?

Here, I fear, the editors have followed their Snow too closely.
My sketch of the structure of “The Two Cultures” should
suggest a precedent for precisely this trajectory: first a division,
then a more-or-less veiled indictment, then a discursive plea
concerning our urgent future. What I am suggesting is that in
very real ways the formulation of “The Two Cultures” still
carries much of the baggage of its original context; it continues
to do a kind of work for those who deploy it, a work not at all
well disposed to humanistic inquiry. Lest it be thought that an
obscure university publication makes a weak test case, one
need look no further than a recent (and very well received)
book by one of the most respected scientists in America, E. O.
Wilson.

Wilson’s Counsilience, published last year and widely excerpted
in a number of journals, returns to an early-nineteenth-century
neologism (the coinage of William Whewell) to express the
author’s optimistic program: with luck and hard work the sci-
ences, social sciences, and even the humanities and arts should
begin to “jump together” and gradually become integrated in
content and method. This is no small claim, and it proceeds
from a man of great ability and considerable sensitivity-—to
nature, to our responsibilities to the earth and one another.
Nevertheless, the argument has the distinct flavor of Snow:
Wilson locates the split between reason and antireason in the
early romantic period, and he footnotes Snow when he says it
was then that the literary and scientific cultures ceased commu-



214 D. Graham Burnett

nicating.** Moreover, he recapitulates the central structure of
Snow’s argument, emphasizing the two cultures disjunction,
assimilating the nonscientific to the nonrational, and then in-
voking imminent crisis (in this case ecological) as part of an
exhortation for a new and vast extension of the domain of
science. Wilson wants to “bridge” the two cultures by an inves-
tigation of how culture and biology interact. He writes, “[The
two cultures| can be stated as a problem to be solved, the
central problem of the social sciences and the humanities, and
simultaneously one of the great remaining problems of the
natural sciences.”*” Here is a kind of bridge one might eye with
suspicion, for the message comes through clearly: the humani-
ties and social sciences represent science’s last frontier. Let us
build a bridge, he effectively proposes, and take over your
island.

Caricature, Wilson might claim, and I would not dispute it.
His own sense of the sophisticated interdisciplinary work to be
done in advancing sociobiology might belie my suggestion that
he advocates scientific solutions to the “problem” of human
culture. Put this aside. It remains clear that Snow’s formulation
is very much with us, and that attention to the history of the
two cultures debates casts considerable light on its active legacy.
In addition, it remains clear from my job interviews that “bridg-
ing the two cultures” and “teaching science courses for nonsci-
entists” are synonymous enterprises for a fair number of people
in the broader academic community, some of whom also think
this the function of a historian of science.

Is the answer, then, to raise the ramparts? Certainly not. Nor
should I be interpreted as advocating ignorance of science. The
lessons to be drawn from these observations include a wariness
of the irenic tropes that often crop up in discussions of the two
cultures: bridges over the fissure, fertile zones on the disciplin-
ary margin, the terra incognita of interdisciplinary work. Bridges
are not common ground; fertile marginal zones are still mar-
ginal. In seeking evidence of promising changes in how these
matters are addressed, one might point to two issues of Dedalus.
In 19685, as the debates around the two cultures degenerated
into reciprocal pastiche, Gerald Holton dedicated an issue of
Dedalus to “Science and Culture: A Study of Cohesive and
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Disjunctive Forces,” with essays by such luminaries as Marga-
ret Mead, Herbert Marcuse, and Talcott Parsons; scientists
that wrote included Harvey Brooks and René Dubos, and James
Ackerman and Harry Levin were among the humanists in-
volved. Last year Dadalus revisited some of the questions in a
volume under a slightly (but significantly) different title: in-
stead of Science and Culture the volume was called Science in
Culture.

Science is indeed iz culture, just as it is iz history. If I had it
to do again, I would answer the chair like this: [ can, in a sense,
ameliorate the split between the “two cultures” on your cam-
pus. If you put me in a classroom I will try to tell the story of
their coming to be, the reverse story of their erasure. Whether
this will help depends on what you have in mind.
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