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Abstract

Fory-five years after C.P. Snow’s famous and contentious lecture at Cambridge
on “The Two Cultures,” of the humanists and scientists, we continue to suffer, not
50 much from this dichotomy in our ways of thinking, but rather from their shared
subservience in this country to 2 third “cullure,” the culture of politics. of buse survival
and self-interest from the lowest to the highest levels of our government and society.

1f our critical faculties were truly at work, the Filipino humanist should have no
trouble concluding that the way forward - culturally and economically - can only be
led by a greater awareness and application of science in our national life, especially in
our education,

Butrational decisions like this are held back by the supervening claims of politics,
which are neither humanist nor scientific, and by a naive and retrograde conception of
science and humnanities as options — mutual exclusivity, and bordering on frivolous -
rather than imperatives.

The humanities, in particular, are oftentaken for alittle more than entertainment,
a beiletristic indulgence devoid of rigor and practical significance.

The question to ask should reatly not be where the humanities might be located
in gurintellectual and cultural life —something for which 1 suspect we already know the
answers — but rather where intellect and culture belong in our national consciousness.
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Itis acommonplace—practically acliché—to say that ourlives, and cenainly our

learning, would not be compiete without some appreciation of the humanities. Our

192



Dalisery 193

tradition of liberal education has primed us to the necessity of cultivating the “well-
rounded individual™ schooled in the basics of various disciplines, At the University
of the Philippines, and in many other feading universilies, we take this as an article of
faith, and T see liltle need for helabering the point of why abalanced educalion is a good
thing.

But all the same, et me address the subject by way of introducing other retated
and somewhat broader subjects: the relationship between science und the humanities
in our country and culture, incfuding pelilics and governance, and the positien and the
promotion of science within our national culure.

First, what exactly do we mean by "'the humanities™?

A Lypical definition of the humanities (emplnyed by the writing program of
Colorade St1ate University [ /]) describes them us “the brunches of learning (such as
philosophy or languages) that investigate human constructs and concerns, as opposed
to natural processes. ... | They] have the overall goal of the exploration and explanation
of human experience.. .. Inmostdisciplines inthe humanities, written tex(s are extremely
important, espeeially in history, philosophy, and literature. Historians attempt a
systematic documentation and analysis of events related e a pasticular people,
country, or period. Literury authors and anists attempl Lo capture for others their own
human experiences and understanding of the world. The humanities involve inquiry
into consciousness, values, ideas, und ideals us they seck 1o deseribe how experiences
ihape our understanding of the world.”

Second, why are the humanities important?

Again [ will turn to conventional wisdom and quote whut should already be
obvious, from the Massachusetts Foundation for the Humnanities {2]:

*“The humanities enrich and ennoble us, and their pursuit would be worthwhile
even if they were not socially useful. Butin fact, the humanitics are socially useful. They
fulfill vitally important needs forcritical and imaginative thinking aboul the issues that
confront us as eitizens and as human beings; reasoned and open-minded discussion
of the basic values that are at stake in the various policies and practices that are
proposcd Lo address these issues; understanding and appreciating the experiences of
others, and the ways in which the issues that canfront us now havc been understood
in other tinles, places, and cultures.

“The humanities concemn themselves with the complete record of human
experience—exploring, assessing, interpreting, and refining it, while at the same time
adding 1o il. We need the humanities, Without them we cannot possibly govern
ourselves wisely or well.”
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194 Humamities in our nreflectial and Cultural Life

What strikes me here is the word “govern.” which scems (o me 1o be o ulmost
imporiance to us al this juncture of our history, and which is key to cur 1opic today.
The role of the humanities in our intellectual and culwral life is to enable us 10 govern
oursclves wisely and well. They deal wilh issues and value judgments, with defining
the commonalities and differences of human experience, hopetully towardanatfirmation
of our mast posilive human traits, such as the need 10 work together as Tamilies,
communities, and societies. In sum. they help us agree an a conunen stuke, based on
which we can make plans, make decisions. and take action.

To move into a somewhat more slippery area, the humanities presuppose and are
invariably bound up with the promotion of what we call culture.

In an essay titled **The Only Responsible intellectual Is One Who [s Wired.™
John M. Unsworth |3] refers to the critic Raymond Williums who observed how
“culture” started out as a verb before becoming a noun. The verb returns us to the Latin
root, colere, meaning “to inhabit, cultivate, protect,” leading (o derivatives like
*cotony™ and "couture.”

Unsworth adds, guoting Willians. that “The modern sense of the word “culture’
as an independent, abstract noun describing “the works and practices of intellectual
and especially anistic activity’ does not become common until the mid-19th cenlury.
developing stowly and. ., organically fromthe original meaning of cultivating natural
resources.”

Indeed, Williams reaches much farther back to John Millon. who (in the revised
version of his 1660 essay on “The Readie and Eusic Way to Establish a Free
Commonwealth™) wrote of spreading “nich more Knowledg and Civility. yea, Religion,
through all parts of the Land. by communicating the natural heat of Government and
Culture more distributively 1o 21} extreme parts, which now lie num and neglected.”

Unsworth noles thal culture and government are allied by this idea, “yoked to
the idea of education as an instrument of so¢ial control.™ 1Lis culture and government
that will reach out and bring their “natural heat™ to bear on the numb and neglected
extremities of the body palitic.

This view of government and culture working v -gether as a therapeutic agent is
interesting, precisely because it highlights what we seem to lack—especially in this
aftermath of one of the mostdivisive elections inour histnry, Despite all the predictable
rhetoric {and the real need) for national reconciliation, we find it difficull to reconcile
beyond short-term political expediency because we remain unable to agree on our most
comimon ideals—the national dream, us it were, or the direction of the national narrative,
What is our story? Who is its hero? Are we looking at an unfolding tragedy, a realist
drama, or aromantic myth?

Task these by way of suggesting that one of culture’s aims and ways of heuling—
of assuaging the momentary pains of political separation and material wan(—should
be to remind us of something larger and worthier than ourselves, something worth
living and dying for, like God, family. and country. This is a reminder that the
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humunities—-the academic fount of culture—can deliver, and tiis is the contribution
tean ke w the forging ol anational colwore that will cmbody und promaote o hierarchs
al shared values and concerns,

Whatisimportant to us as a people? Where do we want to go? What priceare we
willing to pay to get there?

It will be the humanities that will provide that vision, gu atl it clarities and
ambiguities: and it will be science and wechaology that will pravide the means,

This docs not mean that scientists and lechnelogists will have little or nothing
10 coatribute to the erafling of this vision; 1 firmly believe scientists should, wnd thug
une of our worst weaknesses has been the fact that we have lett nutional policy 1 the
paliticians, the preachers., the lawyers, the merchants. and the journalists.

The recem elections and our experience with surveys demonstrawed the doeep
discomfortand mistrustwith which many o us continie inreceive the lruits of seienee.
It is a suspicion. of course. bred ol ignorance. but it ollers plaintive proot of how tur
we need to o 1o propugalte o cullure ol science in thiy country.

Oursis an appallingly innumerate sociely. Mostof us do not know the sioplesy
numbers thut deseribe our lives, and much fess what they mean, We ire vaised on
concepls like the nationdl flower and the national bird ind the nalionil bee. buteven
in collepe we ure hurd potto suy what the nationu! pepuiation, the nutiona! birth rate.
ar the Gross National Product is, Qur nation of cullure consisis of pretty imuges.
pleasant melodies, dramatic gestures, and desirable objecis—certaily not puszling or
disturbing numbers,

It is possible that mast of us see nwmbers, especially big ones. as rrelevant 1o
our lives because we feel so small and sealone, What does a triflion-peso debt matter
tur those woo can barely make P200U a duy?

Science. of course, 18 more than oumbers. Fwould like 1o see itus a beliel ma
natura) order of things and in the eflicacy ol the process by which that order can be
limned and undersiood. This viewpaint or sicthod is even mwre dilficull w introduce
and wembed in public policy or governance, und in its mirvor in the public sensibility
and imaginution. Public debates—cven on matters of public lealth or satety, sech s
those thal bave to do with contraception. AlDS, GMOs, incinerators, nucleareneryy —
are often driven not by the scientific lucts, or their rational interpretation, but by
pelitical, religious, and cconomic considerations.

This is not to say that political, religious, and econamic considerations are non-
essential; 1o the contrary, they apply the values by which we detine ourselves as
individuals and as human communities (o the issues athund, Indecdthere will be ol
when political or moral standards must prevail to preserve a measwre ol social order.
even us we understand thal these standards will keep changing aver time. But the
decisions we nuke as a people and our own collective intefligence can only improve
il"they were informed und enhaneed by the knowledge availuble o science,

Transactions Natl. Acad, Sci. & Feeh, Phdippines 2612004



196 Humanitees i our ntellectaad and Cultaral Life

Ineither meantoimply that science is a fixed star, an inumulable monolith, or, God
Torbid. a religion unto itself. Again—ofien thunks 10 jgnorance—it is eusy to push
scicnee to an extreme where iLacyuires 8 malevelent uspect. Qur deep-seated tears of
uncontrollably mulam micro-orgamsms. ot nuclear annibilation, of science gone
asuch, are presaged in thut body of medieval lore called Faustiana, having to do with
the legendary Dr. Faust. the prototypical mad scientist who sold his soul in exchange
for the key 1o the mysteries of knowledge. Faust would later metamorphose into Dr.
Frankenstein, Dr. Strangelove, and any number ot amoral explorers of the unknown—
including, most recently, Spider-Man 2°s 1Dr. Oclopus, It is almost too easy 10
caricature the scientist as the quintessential villain of modern times, and 1o depict
science as the work of the devil, especinlly in a socicty still ruled in many ways by
superstition.

Stil, and because of this, science must fight for its place in the popular
conscigusness, and certainly in policymaking. Whether we are tulking about birth
centrel, Bt corn, the bridge program, SARS, or election surveys, scientists must make
their voices heard by the public at lurge, and they shoutd get all the help they can from
the media, In UP, we are making a small but signiticunt effort through a reguiar feature
that has just staried in the Philippine Srur—a weekly volumn called “Star Science.”
which is being contributed by a group ol leading UP scientists, who were orgunized
to write about science-related topics in an accessible, popular style.

And the work of bridging the humanities and the sciences must start umong us,
Forty-five years alter C. P. Snow's fumous and conlenticus lecture at Cambridge on
“The Two Cultures,” we continue to suffer to sone degree from this dicholomy of
ierests.

Exceptinacademe and in laudably special conferences such as this one, very little
formal contactexists between Filipino scientists and humanists (lamemploying these
terms liberally, and the social scientists can sitoate themselves whereverthey feel more
comfortable, if they will not accept Snow’s definition of them as the “third culture™).

And even in academe, the unly thing that uften binds scientists and huinanists
together are issues of wcademiv and national politics; rarely are the Two mindsets
brought to bear an the sume subject or problem, und rarely do they seem (o converge.

C.P.Snow revisited—the debate continues

1 do nit mean the usual admonitions for the scientists (o read Shakespeare and
for the humanists W understand thermodynamics, as C. P. Snow seemed to sugpest,
but rather to argue Jor more debate and discussion within the university on malters of
national significunce, inflormed by viewpoints across the disciplines, suthat we inform
each other ficst, and inform each other as well.

Speaking of Snow, it might be interesting it not helpfultorevisit some of his points
[4. 5). and I will mention just a tew:
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1. “Literature changes more slowly than science. [Chasn ™t the same automalic

carrective, and so ils misguided periods are longer.” Snow says thal

scientitic analysis isinherently more reliable because itinvites and aceepls
immediate validation.

| Scientists] are inclined (o be imputicnt to see il something ean be dune:

and inclined to think that it can be done, unul it's proved otherwise. That

is theirreal optimism, and ts an optimisn that the rest ot us budly need.”

Snow suggests thatunlike the avatars ol what he calis “traditional cultare.”

scicnlists are inherently optimistic.

“There is amoral component right in the grain ol science itsel . and alimosy

all scienoists form their own judgments of the moral lite.” Not only are

scientists optimistics they are also morally minded.

4. “Itis hizume how very litleof iwenticth-century science has beenassimilated
into twentieth-century ar.” And when science gets used i art, Snow says
that it is more olten used wrongly, as with the term “relraction.”

5. “[Humanists] give & pitying chuckle ut the news of scientists who have
neverread amajor work of English literature. They dismiss themus ignoram
specialists. Yet their own ignorance and their own specialisation is just as
startling.” Thisis where Snow challenges people like wrilers or professors
of literature to explain the second [aw of thermodynamics, which he argues
is justas basicto human knowledge as anything Shukespeare ever wrote,”

I

fd

These were, of course, proloundly provocative it not belligerem stalements w
make, and they served their purpose in generating a storm ol ucademie debate that hus
not died down in five decades. One ol the carliest and most scathing responses came
from the literary critic F. R, Leavis, who—aller dismissing Snow's “incapucily as a
novelist [as] total"—proceeds lo altack Snuw’s arguments with what wincing onlockers
described as “reptilian venom™ | 5], Leavis muy have indeed been too apoplectic for his
posilion’s own good, but cooler heuds would faler say the same thing: that Snow’s
arguments, while seeming to be urgent and significant, were terribly muddled. and
pandered to a debased notion of culture.

The Snow-Leavis controversy was, of course, just the latest incarnation in its
time of an age-old debate that goes at east as far back as the 17" century, 1o Bacon and
Descaries. At the core of the debate, as R. 8. Crane [4] among others has noted, was
the quesiion of by what kind of knowledge we are best served—1o oversimplity it
somewhut, whether by love poemns and fables ur hy the observation ol naturaj
phenomena. That debate would be followed inthe | 8" certury by another tiff between
the so-called Ancients and Moderns.
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We need all kinds of learning

Today, we have more or less come (o the sensible conclusion thul we need all
kinds of learning, albeit from different individuals, and embed a little of everything in
every individual. Thus we have. in UP. the general educalion program that all cur
students take prior to specialization.

We teachers often complain that our students never learn encugh of what we
expect them 1o learn. [n the humanities und the social sciences, we deplore the poor
preparation and cultural illiteracy of students, who cantot write complete and cogent
sentences, read maps, cite important dutes and evenls. and appreciate iusic more than
five years old, But [ suspect that even moere work needs to be done on side of science
and mathematics.

If vureritical faculties were truly at work. the Filipino humanist should have no
trouble concluding that the way forward—culiurally and cconomically—can only be
led by a greater awarcness and application of science inour nutionad Life, especially in
our educalion.

We expend so much energy arguing about wheather we should be using English
or Filipino as our primary medium of instruction, but sadly this itnpassioned debate
does ncl seem to have been matched by & comparably emolional investmentin science
and math, I emphasize the word “emotion,” because itis quite often the gatewuy to our
reason and then our jmagination, and unless complex issues and concerns are
expressed in personal terms and personal stakes. it is difficult w engage the public in
multers of national policy such as S&T development.

Like the arts, science must matter in the news, in the popularimagination, and in
public policy

in the humanities, we are helped at least hy the higher public profile that has
recently been given to our National Artists like the late Nick Joaquin {and never mind
that most of them seemto be dead ordying). Arlists ate erealures of media, and we have
a buill-in support system that tends to focus attention en our own luminaries. While
the public at large would still be hurd pul to name three National Artists, | doubt that
even your Lypical UP sophomore can name one National Scientist, dead or alive.

Call them “poster boys and girls,” but we need this kind of media-savvy
promotion of our highest achievers, both 1o create role models and alsato raise the bar
of intellectual achievement. Our people must know that there arc other, worihier
pursuits than to become u politician or a movie stur—or both. Like the ans, science must
matter in the news, in the popular imugination, and in public policy.

Unfortunately, we all have to deal withthe supervening claims of politics, which
are neither humanist nor seientific. [ndecd, we do not suffer so much from the "Llwo
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cultures”, but rather from their subservience in this country 10 o third “culture™ {with
apologics 1o Snow and the sacial scientisls }—Lthe culture of pelitics, of base survival
and self-interest from the towest to highest levels of our government and society.
Polilics is keeping us from thinking straight—whether scientifically or humanistically.
Our most recent atlempls to get k scigntific handle on how we think asa body politie—
through an instrument that editorialists spoke ol in almost derisive terms as “Lhe
survey"—met with more resounding skepticisin thitn we normally reserve for vooduo
and UFQs.

Thanks 1o the successful co-optation ol Lhe intelligentsia by the political powers
that be. there is no real incentive to be learned: anc only has to be smart to get ahead.
Many of ourleaders are either poorly read, or corrupt encugh to ignore what they have
read.

Our intellectual growth has slse been returded by a pedestrian conception of
science and the humanities as afterthoughls—bordering on the frivolaus—rather than
national imperatives. The humanities, in particular, are vflen taken for little more than
entertainment, something for onc’s leisure and amusement. & lubor and a profession
only 1o their purveyors, rather than o handle on life"s affairs as practical and as sturdy
as any other.

So, wherelies the hope, ifany, for amore enlightencd view and astronger
articulation of the concerns of Philippine humanities and science?

As ever, the hope must lie in education, with us, among ourselves, and then from us
to the people at lurge. [L seems almost too fucile and Lypicully academic to suggest in
asymposium that the answer ligs in more sympasia, but it does. We need 1o 1alk about
how massive social problems like poverty. hunger, injustice, and atliteraey cun be
approached fromour respective disciplines, and how our perceplions can be reintroduced
into the classroom, the laboralory of vur intefleciual future,

We must go beyond the school. To go back to iy earlier point. if the humanities are
to help us govern ourselves wisely and well, they must reach out o all sectors,
especially the poor. Better libraries, betler movies and television, and beller access 1o
the Internet would be a pood start,

We must learn (o use the mass mediy, print and electronic alike. Scientists, especially,
must weigh in with theiropinions, and project themiselves as thinking personalities with
names and laces whom ordinary people cun identify with. This comes perilously close
Lo proposing that academics engage in popular pelitics, but at least some of us should:
many of us are already engaged in orhy NGOs. The right voice in the right committee
in Congress could do more for our people than u number of funded research projects,
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Science and the humanities are coming back together in digital culture

Finully, the most fertile common ground for science and the humanities may yet
be information technology—and nol only in the way itspreads infonmation quickly and
widely, but precisely in the way it works. Science und the humuanities are coming buck
together in unexpected ways in digital culture. In a paper that pays homage (o what he
calls“dightal culture™ and “the rise of the digital demotie,” Prof, Lou Burnurd [ 7]. a former
English teacher who learned to write code und later became Assistant Director of Oxford
University Computing Services, vbserves that "Digital systems foster, embody, and
support a fragmented, nonlinear, decentered, view of 1ext and textuality which seems
strangely congruent wilh current thinking about such phenemena: which is cause and
which effect I would nul presume to judge, but current cultural perspectives are
inhcrently digital... The computer offers those interested in the use of language itself
incomparzbly better 1ools than we have had hitherto; in particelar, hey enable new
kinds of evidence and new methods for their assessment and incorporation into
language teaching; particulurly in Europe, where mullilinguality is o major political
desideratum, this means that language processing technolvgies ure central to the
concerns of Lhe state as well as those of the academy.... Dipital techniques offerus a
cheap and universal medium for the descriptivn, distribution, and analysis ot all Kinds
of pre-existing cullural artefacts.”

Some of us are privileged toduay to be caught up in this nexus of new
discoveries and opperunities cnabled by spectucular advances in technology and
by the more salutary aspects of globalization. Let's hope we cun bring more of our
pecple into this brave new world—after we draw its map, and locute ourselves in it.
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