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This programme illustrates the hold on our culture of what I
call scientism, an exaggerated and often distorted conception of
what science can be expected to do or explain for us. One aspect
of scientism is the idea that any question that can be answered at
all can best be answered by science. This in turn, is very often
combined with a quite narrow conception of what it is for an
answer, or a method of investigation, to be scientific. Specifically,
it is supposed that canonical science must work by disclosing the
physical or chemical mechanisms that generate phenomena.[John
dupre, Human Nature and the Limits of Science, p. 1,2]
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Science, it is often said, is the religion of our era. Where once
we expected priests to give us insight into the nature of the
cosmos and of human existence, now we look rather to men, and
sometimes women, in white lab coats. Where once public
expenditure in the service of deeper truth might have taken the
form of mighty catherdrals, today it will be found in cyclotrons
and gene sequencers. The paralles between religion in the
medieval period & Science are brilliently explored by Feyerabend.
(1978) While it is no part of the thesis of this book that we shoud
return to this earlier age of theocratic epistemology, I shall argue
that science, as it has traditionally been conceived, has serious
limitations in its ability to answer some of the most profund
questiions we are given to ask and more specifically, to answer
questions about the nature and causes of human behaviour. [John

dupre, Human Nature and the Limits of Science, p. 4]
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These philosophers held that the only ultimate truth about
the world was the truth to be gained from physics; and that this
was in a certain sense the complete truth. Against the prima facie
appearance that the vast majority of knowledge concerned much
larger, more complex things than were the preserve of physicists,
they argued that scientific knowledge about large, complex things
could be shown to be derivable from knowledge about large
complex things could be shown to be derivable from knowledge
about the simple things described by physicists. This was classical
physicalist reductionism.

More recently it has been increasingly widely recognized
that in practice no such reductive programme was remotely
feasible. There was no way;, for instance, to derive biological facts
about organisms exhaustively from facts about molecules, and it
has become more and more clear that there is little chance even of
deriving much of chemistry from physics.

I won't discuss the details of these problems here, but rather
would like to look at some of the responses they have provoked.
The difficulty, simply put, was that while physics was still held in
principle to embody the complete truth about the world, most of
that truth was seen to be inaccessible. Much of what we already
know turns out not to be translatable into appropriate truths of
physics. The most ambitious response is to conclude, 'So much
the worse for what we already (took ourselves to) know'. This is
the position known as eliminativism, which holds that to the
extent that higher-level sciences cannot be reduced to physics, or
at least to a lower-level science in the structural hierarchy, they
should be rejected and ultimately replaced with scientific
knowledge from the lower level.[John Dupre, Human Nature and

the Limits of Science, p. 5,6]
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Although, as I have said, strong forms of reductionism have

proved unworkable as a practical way of doing science, the
underlying picture that reductionism expresses continues to
exercise a profound influence on science. It is still common, for
instance, to conceive of genuinely scientific explanation as being
necessarily mechanistic.

Mechanism, I take it has proved wonderfully successful at
addressing questions about how things work. But when it is taken
beyond this limited, if important, role and inflated into a general
metaphysical world view it is disastrous. For we do not only want
to know how, things work we want to understand what they do,
and why. And such questions can usually only be answered by
looking at the context in which a thing is situated and the
interactions it is engaged in with other things.

These positive theses will be developed at various points in
the book. but the main focus will be critical, an exploration of the
deep deficiencies of scientific projects motivated by the monistic
and reductive metaphysics I reject, as well as of the ways in which
this metaphysics works to legitimate these misguided and
unsuccessful scienctific projects. [John dupre, Human Nature and
the Limits of Science, p. 7,8]

Our minds, once again, lack the necessary computational
capacities. But I won't dwell on this response, because the
argument here is about the empirical status of claims for the
scope of physics. And whatever the status of claims for truths that
exceed our computational capacities, they are surely not empirical
(for us, anyhow, and who else is there?)

Another common move is to suggest that reductionism is
misconceived as a practical goal, but is vital as a regulative ideal

of science.
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The point might be developed further by suggesting that
science thus presupposes the completeness of physics, and since
the success of science is evidence for the truth of its
presuppositions (inference to the best explanation, perhaps), the
success of science is evidence for the completeness of physics.
However, I not only reject the premise of this argument, but am
also sceptical about its form.[Pag. 9, ibid]
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