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Science is sometimes seen as a cold, heartless enterprise that “disenchants” the
world, taking away its mystery and wonder. In his most recent book, Alfred Tauber
questions this view of science, and of biology in particular. He finds Darwinian
evolution capable even of enlightening religion and the humanities. His inquiry
covers the gamut of relationships that link science, spirituality, and ethics, deftly
handling some complex issues.

Tauber recognizes that the story
of the origin and development of
the world that we find in Genesis
and other creation narratives is
at loggerheads with the history
that biological science tells.
Indeed, the “blind” materialism
of the evolutionary account,
invoking neither intention nor
design, appears to be at odds
with any worldview that regards

“spirit” - however it is
understood - as fundamental.

One way to arbitrate this apparent conflict between science and spirituality is to
separate the contestants and declare each form of inquiry sovereign in its own
domain. Tauber, however, refuses to settle glibly for such a two-state solution.
Science, says Tauber, “cannot be given the status of some autonomous social
activity. Instead science has become constitutive to our very selves, interpreting
through its own refractions issues heretofore left to ethics, religion, and
philosophy.”



Early in his book, Tauber casts aside the
notion that science aims merely to advance
control and exploitation. Rather, says
Tauber, “science began with the desire to
master nature coupled to probing the
wonder of nature’s mysteries for human
understanding.” He is concerned with
science not only as the driver of
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view. Science has a “pervasive impact on existential and metaphysical formulations
of the character of human nature, the place of humans in nature, and the nature of
being.” Hence science is right up there with spiritual inquiry as a source of profound
insight: science has something to tell us in response to the perennial question
“What does it all mean?”

Scientific findings also bear, says Tauber, upon ethical dilemmas that we face
today. A number of raging controversies turn upon empirical issues. Consider for
example global warming:
What can and should be done
to deal with its short- and
long-term consequences? If
pollution of the environment
is driving today's climate
damage, and if that pollution
has resulted from the use by
industrializing nations of
fossil fuels to build up their
economies, might these two

facts imply that the nations The greenhouse effect
that have exploited the

earth’s energy resources for centuries now have an obligation to help the rest of the
world?

Or consider debates about abortion rights and embryonic stem cell research. Here
again, scientific findings and moral issues are interwoven, since biological facts



(does an embryo or fetus have the ability to live and develop separate from the
mother or to form intentions and communicate) carry ethical implications.

Tauber’s integrative approach to ethics and science becomes problematic, however,
when he argues against the objectivity of scientific findings. Science’s way of
knowing, he submits, “is value-laden.... we have come to understand that facts are
facts because of the values that confer a factual status.” Near the end of the book,
he reiterates that “science as practiced is not a free-standing enterprise, but is
firmly based in the social and subject to the needs and values of its supporting
culture.”

This relativism misunderstands science. Ethical evaluation is relevant to the
motivations and aims that drive scientific inquiry, but doesn’t tell us whether a
scientific hypothesis is justified or not. That is to say, ethical values (supporting our
judgments of what is right and wrong) are fundamentally different from epistemic
values (involved in establishing scientific credibility). The values upon which ethical
judgment rests require human mutuality and consent in a manner that has no
scientific counterpart.

Consider these two propositions:

1. “All human beings have a susceptibility to
bacterial infection.”

2. “All human beings ought to have adequate
health care.”

The first statement reports a factual state of
affairs: certain one-celled micro-organisms are apt
to attack a human body; this vulnerability is

something that scientists have discovered, not
invented. It's true that the way that we respond to this vulnerability is variable and
shaped by human priorities and sympathies. But the harm done to human bodies
by certain bacteria is a fact of nature.



The second statement is ethical and irreducibly
existential, a matter of choice, since no set of
facts entails the rightness of universal health
care. This insight about the volitional character of
ethical judgment informs a European
philosophical tradition that runs from Spinoza
through the German neo-Kantian school (e.g.
Hermann Cohen) at the turn of the past century,
and more recently Hannah Arendt. Ethics, she
believes, cannot rest solely upon a gathering of
facts. A statement such as “"Adequate health care

is @ human right” or “We are stewards of planet
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Arendt acknowledges that, as Immanuel Kant

pointed out, ethical judgment is bound by

constraints of consistency and universalizability ("“What if everyone did this?”). For
Arendt, however, these constraints provide insufficient justification for a personal or
a political ethics. Although there is a logic to ethical evaluation, involving reasoning
and evidence, it cannot do without soul-searching and resolve. Ethics has
persuasive power only insofar as people regard themselves, in Arendt’s words, as
“human beings, living and dying in this world, on this earth that is a globe, which
they inhabit in common, share in common, in the succession of generations.”

Because ethical values, unlike the epistemic ones that govern science, rest finally
upon chosen covenants and solidarity, they cannot be as seamlessly integrated with
scientific inquiry as Tauber suggests. Hence in seeking to live ethically we will travel
in the company not only of Isaac Newton but also of his 17%"-century contemporary
Blaise Pascal, for whom scientific reason alone is not enough to provide us with
guidance. Empirical inquiry helps us understand the world as it is, while ethical
judgment turns fundamentally upon commitment to the world as we deem it ought
to be.



