


Science and Philosophy – differences and similarities
Science

(sciencia = knowledge)
Philosophy

(philo = love       sophia = wisdom)

REASONING, QUESTIONING, ANALYSIS REASONING, QUESTIONING, ANALYSIS

Natural phenomena Nature of man, existence and relationship between 
the two   

EXPLAIN SITUATIONS AND FIND ANSWERS EXPLAIN SITUATIONS AND FIND ANSWERS

Empirical data Logical argument

Proves answers objectively right or wrong Does not apply standard measurements and 
observations 

Experiment results, observable facts, objective
evidence

Arguments of principle       

Finds answers Generates questions

Creates knowledge through OBSERVING Creates knowledge through THINKING

A defined area of study Applied to many disciplines







ROBOTS
EAST WEST

Love robots Fear robots

Human-like machine Instrument-like machine

Cultural history Cultural history

Non-human entities have 
soul/spiritual essence; social 
acceptance; Anime cartoons

Dangerous, wilful construct; 
uncontrollable; aggressive

Enhance everyday life; benevolent 
companions; help  

ageing/dependent population

Use in difficult/dangerous
situations, space exploration, 

security, military







GM Food Controversy
• Everyone eats 
• Technology developed “under the radar” – public unprepared
• Technology brought to market with no warning
• UK Public consultation (“GM Nation”) backfired

• Conducted as products brought to market
• Attitude: “opposition will eventually be worn down”
• Assumed scientific arguments would overrule everything
• Underplayed genuine uncertainties (e.g. cross-contamination) –

leading to mistrust
• Consultation captured public concerns – which were then ignored
• “patronising” and “complacent” culture

• Different reactions (often linked to food availability) but also “corporate 
greed”

• Industry mishandled introduction of GM food in Europe
• Arguments still raging









Mitochondial Research Debate

• Foundation of Centre for Life as GM Nation occurred
• Integration of ethics/public engagement with research 
• Successive ethical issues, e.g. Therapeutic Cloning Licence (2004)
• Long-term commitment to engagement:

• Regional engagement (Centre for Life + community venues)
• Specialist engagement (scientists + clinicians, ethicists, religious leaders, 

patient groups)
• Policymaker engagement (e.g. events in UK Parliament)
• Slow, steady process building trust through open dialogue

• Small steps: new licences under existing law before regulator 
requested clarification (and ultimately new legislation)

• Decisions ultimately made by 650 non-scientists (UK Parliament)



Lessons Learned

• Science is not THE ANSWER to anything
• Cultural forces are bigger than organisations or sectors
• Embed culture of engagement rather than manage a crisis
• Don’t underestimate power of local context

• “our” innovations are less threatening than “their” impositions
• Science centres CAN play an important role but
• Science centres DON’T need to lead

• Only providing information to “educate” people who disagree 
backfires and leads to mistrust



Neil Turok
Physicist

“It is time to connect our 
science to our humanity 
and in doing so to raise 
the sights of both.”
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