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1. 	 Introduction

The theme of our paper juxtaposes two areas of human 
knowledge: the natural sciences and the humanities. The first 
type of knowledge (science, technology) [1, p. 598] has been very 
successful in creating basic unity among the scientists, while the 
other (the humanities) is notoriously fraught with controversy. 
The progress of science and technology created great hopes about 
the coming of the better and bright future [2] but after the two 
destructive world wars, and enormous ecological problems caused 
by human interventions, there has grown a  general skepticism 
about the potential of science both to further well-being and to 
overcome global challenges. The progress in science has not been 
accompanied by a similar progress in morality.

The problem has been aggravated by the opposite attempts of 
the natural sciences and the humanities to define the philosophical 
areas of ontology, epistemology and axiology solely in their own 
terms and by their own methods. This is what some authors 
have labeled “deification” – making the claims of one type 
of knowledge absolute. Such developments make cooperation 
and mutual respect very difficult. Nevertheless, the survival of 
humanity today requires a modus vivendi (ethics) based on some 
foundational principle acceptable to both sides. 

Using some historical and philosophical arguments, we want 
to demonstrate that the foundational principle of such ethics can 
hardly be anything else than the common idea of human dignity 

which is experienced and understood in quite similar ways by all 
humans. In our opinion, recognizing this epistemological common 
ground can be used as a method to reach common agreement on 
the principles of a viable ethics for contemporary humanity.

2. 	The two cultures

In 1959, physical chemist and novelist C. P.  Snow, gave 
his lecture on “Two Cultures” [3, p.  4]. He said the literary 
intellectuals were haughty and ignorant. For him the knowledge 
of the Second Law of Thermodynamics is “…about the scientific 
equivalent of: “Have you read a work of Shakespeare’s?” [3, p. 15] 
and he goes as far as asking a  rhetorical question: “Didn’t the 
influence of all they [the literati] represent bring Auschwitz that 
much nearer?” [3, p. 7]. Snow was answered by the literary critic 
F. R. Leavis who made such an angry reply in his 1962 lecture that 
the debate is still remembered for the strong words he used [4].

Our task is to analyze how the “Two Cultures” split [5] 
relates to the deification of technology and the dignity of the 
human person, and so we are going to focus on the philosophical 
foundations of ethics. The question we are asking is: Is it possible 
to found and develop ethical theory accounting with the existing 
two cultures? In order to find an answer, we firstly explain 
three epistemological options and their ontological implications. 
Secondly, we describe two dynamics of deification that can go 
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scientific papers for reliability in the realm of phenomena addressed 
by the latter” [12, p. 49].

The often-discussed difficulty of dualism is “…how a person’s 
mind and body influence one another…” [13, p. 2], in other words 
“A ghost in the machine is of no help in our theories unless it is 
a ghost that can move things around” [14, p. 35].

Mathematician and philosopher A. N. Whitehead neatly 
summarized the three views in one sentence: “There are the 
dualists, who accept matter and mind as on an equal basis, and 
the two varieties of monists, those who put mind inside matter, 
and those who put matter inside mind” [15, p. 82]. 

4. 	Deification – on both sides

Deification/divinization is negative for all sides – for theists: 
it is idolatry, for atheists: it is nonsense. According to both of 
these positions deification is a threat because it makes somebody 
or something into an ultimate ruler of human affairs. If it is 
not really God (who has no need of it), it will always fail to 
fulfill the manifold needs of human existence, leading instead to 
enslavement and sufferring. In religion, deification/idolatry is as 
old as religion itself, in science it is closely related to the idea of 
progress.

The origins of the idea of progress can be traced to the Judeo-
Christian idea of salvation history. In the beginning of modernity 
scientific scholars believed in God as the great mover. Science was 
only helpful in getting to understand the ongoing process. This 
position is known as ‘deism’. Later on, great scholars no longer 
assumed that the initial force was necessary [16]. Such progress 
has the attributes of the personal God - it is an incontestable 
force (~ the omnipotence of God), it is positive (~ the goodness 
of God) and gives rational results (~ the wisdom of God) [17, 
p. 400]. This description can be labeled as deification [18]. The 
deified progress, in turn, leads to deified technology as “the 
culture seeks its authorization in technology, finds its satisfactions 
in technology, and takes its orders from technology” [19, p. 71].

On the other hand, the current postmodern idea of science 
can be viewed as a cultural construct motivated by the resentment 
against the enslavement of the human psyche by technology. 
We can perceive in it deification of human beings [20] standing 
against the deification of impersonal technology. Here, humans 
are viewed as creators of reality which is the prerogative of Divine 
Being. The optimism, that human creativity can bring peace and 
well-being independent of laws given by nature, is a  dangerous 
delusion. 

These are the two extreme positions: divinization of 
technology and divinization of the human culture. (Of course, 
there are also positions that avoid these extremes, but in our 
opinion, dealing with polarities is a better way to mutual respect 
and understanding.) How can we avoid the process of deification 
we have observed in the two positions described above? 

hand in hand with the two cultures. Thirdly, we formulate a stance 
from which a valid ethics can be developed, and by which we can 
deal with the three problems caused by the tension between the 
scientific-technological culture and the domain of the humanities. 
We conclude with a few remarks about the proposed question.

3. 	Three epistemologies

Ever since Immanuel Kant, epistemology has been at the 
centre of philosophical analysis . Metaphysics (ontology) and 
axiology have since been discussed as disciplines whose very 
existence is either doubtful or, at best, derived from the way the 
human mind constructs what we call “knowledge”. Discussing 
the relationship between different types of sciences (fields of 
knowledge), we treat the traditional three core areas of philosophy 
(ontology, axiology, epistemology) from the epistemological 
viewpoint. The ontological and axiological positions generally 
depend on the chosen epistemological theory (concerning the 
sources and the limits of knowledge), so we cannot draw a sharp 
line between them.

The attempt to build the epistemology of the humanities on 
the lines similar to the natural sciences has failed. In our opinion, 
one of the reasons is the over-estimation of physicalism that claims 
that the world is essentially and entirely physical [6].

The postmodern social scientists approach the problem from 
the opposite direction – social constructivism makes an astonishing 
claim that even the natural sciences belong to social reality and 
its interpretation [7]. 

Dualism, the third view, has been called “the official doctrine”, 
but labeled “absurd”, by Ryle, since, he says, physical concepts 
belong to another category of language than mental concepts [8]. 
(Daniel Dennett says dualism is “forlorn” and he has been on the 
defensive ever since the Ryle’s attack [9]).

In order to clarify the three positions, we shortly discuss the 
difficulties of each. Physicalism suggests two difficult fundamental 
questions: (1)  “What is this scientific method that is alleged to 
be the key to the success of physics?” and (2)  “Is it legitimate 
to transfer that method from physics and apply it elsewhere?” 
[10]. In the opinion of Hilary Putnam, “‘scientizing’ the social 
sciences is a  confusion and a  source of confusion” [11, p.  76]. 
The answer to the first question is that finding causal relationships 
between phenomena has been greatly successful. By keeping 
strictly to this paradigm science has brought a lot of revolutionary 
insights. The application of this paradigm (say to historiography), 
however, raises many problems. How can we, for example, prove 
by empirical testing that event A in 1600 caused event B in 1601? 

The difficulties of the thoroughgoing social constructivism 
are obvious to all realists: “…in order to claim that they have 
made their case, cultural constructivists must demonstrate that 
their arguments for unreliability outweigh those of conventional 
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be treated with dignity, which means with respect for this unique 
non-fragmented wholeness. “We agree on these rights, providing 
we are not asked why” [27, p. 77].

The second problem is how to account for the foundations of 
freedom. The human dignity and selfhood are coterminous with 
the idea of human freedom [28]. The real problem lies less in the 
fact of causation of human behavior than in the question whether 
the origins of behavior are internal in relation to the self that is 
an ontological unit [29, p. 48]. Some philosophers of science face 
these issues by proposing the theory of non-reductive physicalism 
[30], others espouse the theory of emergentism [31, p.  239]. 
Recently this position has got even more radical. Research in 
neuroscience has shown that even emotions can be predicted by 
the neurological processes in the brain [32]. Nevertheless, for 
those who disagree, determinism makes the universe a prison [33, 
p. 155]. The powerful concepts of the so called “folk psychology” 
(e.g., desire, pain, pleasure) [34, p.  5] would be emptied and 
become just involuntary states originating in the impersonal 
processes of nature.

But whatever their view of the matter is, in ethics scholars 
of different epistemological persuasions still adhere to the 
presupposition of freedom: we reward virtue and punish vice. So 
again, on this basis we should be able to communicate about ethics 
even if we disagree about its foundations [35, p. 83]. Of course, 
focusing on human dignity cannot mean that the discoveries of 
e.g. neurological laws should be ignored; nevertheless, human 
dignity will always be foundational because it is universal.

The question “What does it mean to be human?” becomes 
even more acute when we consider the third problem – the 
relationship between power and meaning [36, p. 215]. Technology 
gives power that is the ability to influence and control something. 
Having power means being in control. But however powerful 
we become by using technology, we cannot derive meaning of 
life from it [37, p. 5]. The paradoxical situation is that while we 
have become incomparably more powerful, we have become also 
incredibly more insignificant. “Nature, in ceasing to be divine, 
has ceased to be human”, said John Dewey [38, p.  8]. We can 
give examples in professional care and in education. Technical 
devices are very effective and can affect many parts of the body 
in one instant. And too often it happens without the consent 
of the person touched. In education – the learning process 
can be controlled by tests and interventions that disregard the 
vulnerability of the pupils. Science and technology pose threat 
to the human dignity and meaning and cannot be the sources of 
meaning. 

Psychiatrist Viktor E. Frankl said that one of the three 
important avenues to meaning in life is love [39]. It is important, 
then, to know how power  [40] that comes from technology 
relates to love. Love presupposes openness and openness makes 
one vulnerable. Vulnerability – susceptibility to injury – is a very 
negative concept everywhere – in medicine, politics, sociology, 
psychology, etc. Everywhere it is the exercise of power that gives 

5. Ethics, technology and human dignity

Ethics is often taken to mean “a set of rules for right conduct”. 
The view of ethics as a  certain collection of commandments is 
apparently supported by the Decalogue of the Bible. But a closer 
look will prove that the laws of the Decalogue are given as the 
expression of the attributes of God without whose authority these 
rules lose their coherence and ultimate meaning. 

Aristotle in his Ethics begins with the description of the 
nature of human life, and only after that he proceeds to discuss 
ethical conduct [21, p.  153]. Postmodern ethical theories tend 
to disagree with the Aristotelian steps of reasoning (i.e. – first 
articulate the essentials of the phenomenon and only then 
proceed to discuss its implications), but we use the Aristotelian 
method by first formulating the essential starting point – what 
it means to be human. It is also our opinion, that the “problem 
[of contemporary ethics] revolves around the modern concept 
of the self” [22, p. 17]. The terms “self” and “personal identity” 
are often considered and used as synonyms. The idea of the self/
identity has been explained (and denied) in very different and 
contradictory ways both in philosophies and religions.

In whatever waywe explain what it is to be a human person, 
we do not want to be treated as less than what we intuit by it. The 
explanation may be difficult or impossible, but the experience is 
common enough that we can communicate it. 

Personal dignity in its relation to science and technology can 
be discussed in three analogous problems: 
(1) 	The problem of atomism and individuation; 
(2) 	The problem of determinism and human freedom;
(3) 	The problem of power and meaning.

The first problem is related to the rise of science and 
technology at the beginning of modernity. To clarify causality, 
scholars in the 16th century started to split up reality into its 
building parts. The study of the human body required cutting 
it – otherwise it was impossible to analyze what was inside. 
Analysis led to fragmentation which in turn led to impairing of 
the unity of the human person, of the self. But psychology defines 
individuation as a process of a person’s “identification with the 
totality of the personality, with the self” [23, p.  138], and as 
“a separation and differentiation from the general, and a building 
up of the particular” [24, p. 562]. Such experience of selfhood is 
sufficiently common and we can agree it should not be brushed 
away by use of technology, however promising it looks, and, 
occasionally, is very necessary (for example in certain physical or 
psychological problems). Whether we agree with the Catechism 
of the Catholic Church that the “dignity of the human person is 
rooted in his or her creation in the image and likeness of God” 
[25], or we assent to Kantian ethics that “human worth elevated 
above all price” [26, p.  93] inheres in human freedom, or we 
concur with naturalism that human dignity does not presuppose 
human freedom, we are likely to agree that human beings are to 
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on the other hand, its use should be restricted in cases when 
human vulnerability is unprotected.

6. 	Conclusion

The discussion between the natural sciences and the 
humanities has led to what some thinkers call “science wars”. 
On both sides we have seen excessive valuation of the authority 
and applicability of respective types of knowledge and methods 
– this has been called “deification” or “divinization” of science, 
technology and human ego. Such division stands in the way of 
constructive discussion of badly needed ethical response to new 
technologies that threaten human dignity. The dignity of the 
human person, (recognized by all parties) can point the way out 
of difficulties and help us find directions in ethical dilemmas. We 
have seen that the three aspects of dignity – identity, freedom 
and meaning of life – can give us clues for decisions that will be 
acceptable both for those who work in the natural sciences and 
for those who are engaged in the humanities. 

protection from being harmed [40, p. 4]. But if dignity of a human 
being inheres in love, we must find ways of renouncing power 
for the sake of a  real relationship of love. Although voluntary 
vulnerability in a relationship of love is basic to Christian doctrine 
[41] today, many psychologists point out its fundamental necessity 
in good relationships [42]. A person finds her/his real identity in 
places where she/he is vulnerable and also true character of 
one’s partner is revealed in spots where she/he is vulnerable. In 
turn, such encounters help to discover life meaning [43]. We can 
conclude that while science and technology empower us, they also 
make us less able to enter natural and fully human relationships. 
This is the case, especially if we do not recognize empowerment 
as a danger and do not make voluntary adjustments by refraining 
from using technology where it could deform our real identity and 
manipulate or enslave others into subhuman behaviour.

But stressing the importance of vulnerability for the discovery 
of the meaning of life should not mean that we neglect the positive 
aspects of technology. So, the guiding rule that comes up here is 
twofold: On the one hand, the power of technology can be utilized 
if the vulnerability of human person is protected and safeguarded; 
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