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The DNA revolution, ‘the greatest single discovery in biology’ (J.D.Bernal), which
dominated the life-sciences in the second half of the century, was essentially about
genetics and, since twentieth-century Darwinism is exclusively genetic, about evolution.
Both these are notoriously touchy subjects, both because scientific models are themselves
frequently ideological in such fields — we remember Darwin’s debt to Malthus
(Desmond/Moore, chapter 18) — and because' they frequently feed back into politics
(*social Darwinism’) The concept of ‘race’ illustrates this interplay. The memory of Nazi
racial policies made it virtually unthinkable for liberal intellectuals (which included most
scientists) to operate avith this concept. Indeed, many doubted that it was legitimate even
to enquire systematically into the genetically determined differences between human

groups, for fear that the results might provide encouragement for racist opinions.
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Auguste COMTE, who comed the term ‘positivism’ and became the principal
contributor to its subsequent popularity. The critical cautiousness discernible in Comte’s
Cours de philosophie positive (1830-42) had become, by the time of his Systeme de
politique positive(1851-4), quite swamped by the revived mystical excesses associated

with his aim to make science the basis for a new ‘religion of humanity’.

DILTHY -=--- argued most powerfully of all against any hegemony of natural scientific
models, by contending that Kant’s differentiation between the phenomenal and noumenal
spheres held the key to a proper distinction between two distinguishable but equally

valuable roads to knowledge.




