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lasting contribution is the children’s modeling clay which now bears his 

name. In fact there is probably a large overlap between the kids who are 

illiterate about science and those who are illiterate about anything else.

All right, there are a lot of people out there who don’t know, or don’t 

believe, what you want them to. Is it worse that they don’t know whether 

the Axis won or lost World War II or that they don’t know the difference 

between a muon and a gluon?

Different people know different things. If you don’t like what they 

know, then it stands to reason that the solution is a massive campaign 

of indoctrination, or evangelization. By that token, though, science will 

have devolved into an ideology, or a set of beliefs, requiring something 

like a Nicene Creed to proclaim one’s adherence to. The depth of one’s 

knowledge would be a measure of the depth of one’s immersion into the 

faith, and consequently the minutiae of the faith would begin to assume 

a disproportionate role—thus, the stereotypical science teacher obsessed 

with the minutiae that Robert Benchley satirized as “The Sex Life of the 

Polyp,” back in the 1920s.

The alternative is not to worry about science literacy, except as an 

expression of general ignorance. As C. P. Snow originally observed, 

scientists know their stuff, and humanists know their stuff (to which 

we might add, the people that know neither may well be able to fix the 

scientist’s and the humanist’s broken transmission).

Instead, however, let us focus on science as a method of knowledge 

production. Then learning science is not principally about learning what 
scientists think but how scientists think. If science is method, then let us 

understand how the method works—how it is that science does come to 

tell us what the physical universe really is like, either because of, or in 

spite of, its practitioners—and why it is important for us to know what 

the universe really is like in the first place. There are, after all, other 

things worth knowing: good from evil, for instance. Legal from illegal. 

Sublime from vulgar. Gothic from Romanesque.

The point is not that scientists are stupid, which of course most are 

not; nor that there is not an external reality, which of course there is; nor 

that science is not the best way of finding it, in which it has achieved con-

siderable success; nor that science is not important, which it manifestly 
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is. The intelligence of scientists, the existence of reality, the methods of 

assessing that reality, and the importance of doing so do not require 

defense or justification.

What an anthropology of science raises are more down-to-earth 

issues. How is scientific knowledge produced? How is science different 

from other cultural systems that produce knowledge? Can you believe 

everything a scientist says? If not, why not? How can you tell science 

from stuff that is not science? How can you tell good science from bad? 

What constitutes scientific practice—the activities of information gather-

ing, social interaction, and ratiocination—that result in scientific knowl-

edge? What counts as acceptable practice, and why? How does science 

impinge upon daily life, and how do people adapt to it? How is science 

absorbed, performed, utilized, and administered in particular political 

economic contexts? How and why would people resist science? And, 

from a practical standpoint, are there intellectual areas in which the 

training of today’s scientists could stand some improvement?24
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