
44 THE NATIONAL MEDICAL JOURNAL OF INDIA VOL. 19, NO. 1, 2006

Letter from London

Despite the title of this column, I started writing this letter in
Amsterdam. I was there because I’d been invited to the ceremo-
nies surrounding the giving of the Erasmus prize, which has been
awarded annually since 1958 to someone or some institution that
the judges reckon has made an exceptionally important contribu-
tion to European culture, society or social science. This, of course,
gives them a wide field from which to make their choice. Previous
laureates form an eclectic bunch. They include artists (Marc
Chagall and Henry Moore), musicians (Olivier Messian and
Bernard Haitink), politicians (Jaques Delors and Vaclav Havel),
as well as groups such as the Bread and Puppet theatre and the
International Commission of Jurists, although I have to admit that
I had to visit the Erasmus prize website (http://www.erasmusprijs.
org/eng/) to learn about the last two.

On this occasion, it was awarded to Simon Schaffer and Steven
Shapin, who are historians of science. Twenty years ago they
wrote a book together called Leviathan and the air pump and
though the prize is for a corpus of work rather than a magnum
opus, it is pretty clear that this book impressed the judges. The title
is enigmatic rather than explanatory. (To the great delight of the
authors, an Australian heavy-metal rock band once took it as the
name for one of their tracks.) Unless you know quite a lot about
English history in the seventeenth century—and why should
you?—you probably won’t realize that Leviathan refers to the
book by Thomas Hobbs and the air pump to the apparatus
designed and developed by Robert Boyle.

Leviathan and the air pump is actually about how the experi-
mental method of science began. I don’t think I can do justice to
the argument here. After all, the book is 440 pages long and, even
making allowances for the prolixity of historians, it would be hard
to summarize it in a paragraph. What Schaffer and Shapin did was
to examine the circumstances and settings in which experiments
took place in the mid-seventeenth century. They asked questions
about who did the experiments, who made the apparatus, who
witnessed the experiments, whose account of the experiments was

thought credible, where experiments were carried out and what
happened when an experiment failed. They located the emergence
of the experimental method in the culture and politics of the time
and asserted not only that the sort of knowledge it produced was
conditioned by these circumstances but that all scientific knowl-
edge was similarly conditioned.

Now, you may think that the idea that science is dependent on,
or even a product of, the culture, time and social environment in
which it arises is too obvious to be worth saying. Or you might
think the idea wrong or even wrong-headed. Or you might think
that it is an interesting notion worth discussing to see if it takes you
anywhere in understanding how science and society fit together or
conflict. But, it seems hard to imagine that, even if you are a
practising scientist, you would feel very threatened by it. Indeed,
scientists are notoriously uninterested in how non-scientists view
their work. There is an old joke about philosophy being about as
much use to scientists as orthnithology is to birds. But, in fact, a
number of scientists, some of them of startling eminence, did
behave as if they felt threatened. The suggestion that science might
be regarded as a cultural enterprise such as religion, economics or
the arts seemed to strike at the core of their beliefs. Lewis Wolpert
even went so far as to write a book—The unnatural nature of
science—in an attempt to demonstrate that the activities of his
profession were qualitatively different from all other forms of
human endeavour.

No doubt you will have your own view on who is right here.
Perhaps it is worth repeating the story about the great Danish
physicist, Niels Bohr, who liked to illustrate the subtle nature of
truth with an anecdote about his great-grandfather, Petr Georg
Bohr, who was a teacher. Petr Bohr once tried to explain to his
class the biblical text: Man having put his hand to the plough, and
looking back is fit for the kingdom of God (St Luke ix, 62). ‘That
means’, he said, ‘that you must be guided by ancient wisdom’. A
student raised his hand. ‘But the text actually reads: “No man,
having put his hand to the plough, and looking back is fit for the
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kingdom of God.”’ ‘Of course’, replied Bohr, ‘and it means that
you must be ready to move on without being constrained by the
past’. To which Niels would add that this was an example of deep
truth, a statement just as true as its opposite, in contradistinction
to a triviality, the opposite of which is false; and that it was the task
of science to reduce deep truths to trivialities.

Anyway, it was a very grand affair: receptions, dinners, speeches
and the prize giving itself at a royal palace in The Hague. We met
Queen Beatrix of the Netherlands and the Crown Prince of the

House of Orange. There were public lectures and a variety of
distinguished speakers offered their opinion on the topic of a crisis
of authority in science today. What the point is of giving prizes to
people already well-established in their field and widely recog-
nized for their contribution to the history of science, I cannot
imagine. But I kept this ungracious thought to myself and enjoyed
the trip.
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