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Essay on Science as a Way of Knowing: Growing Up Isn’t Easy (Option A) 

Descartes’s, Darwin’s, and Carson’s views on humanity’s relationship with nature build 

off of each to demonstrate the evolution of humankind’s maturity. Descartes’s teaching of The 

Method to help humanity tame nature demonstrates humankind’s naïve belief that humans are 

special and independent of nature. Whereas, Darwin’s theory of evolution demonstrates 

humanity’s recognition of itself as part of nature, and Carson’s writing exemplifies humankind’s 

rather recent and slowly developing mature view of taking responsibility for its own actions. 

Descartes’s Discourse on the Method was written in the seventeenth century as a guide 

for obtaining truth in the sciences by paying close attention to certainty and methodology 

(Burke). The Discourse on The Method is divided into six parts. In Part One, Descartes explains 

that “good sense… is the [ability to] judge... the true from the false” and that it is “naturally 

equal in all [humans],” (Descartes, 1). Particularly, he notes that “our opinions differ... solely 

because we take our thoughts along different paths and don’t attend to the same things,” 

(Descartes, 1). Since everyone’s opinions on how humanity should behave with nature can be 

considered valid according to Descartes because every individual has the same amount of good 

sense, the opinions that society believes in and acts on are therefore the opinions with the largest 

following and the loudest followers. In Part Two, Descartes outlines the four rules of the method 

for obtaining certainty in the sciences: “no assumptions, turn problems into manageable tasks, 
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use simplicity to build up to complexity, and be methodical and comprehensive” (Burke). The 

reason why Descartes focuses so much on methodology is that “the method… contains 

everything that gives certainty” to the results of an investigation (Descartes, 10). Anyone can 

claim to have performed an experiment and say that their data proves something. However, 

unless their procedure is designed to produce accurate and reproducible results, the conclusions 

formed from said experiments are worthless. In Part Three, Descartes outlines his moral code: 

“obey the laws and customs of my country… ,be as firm and decisive in my actions… ,and [to] 

change my desires rather than [trying to] change how things stand in the world,” (Descartes, 11-

12). The folly and naivety of humankind arises from the fact that if “our intellect presents to [us 

anything] as somehow possible,” we will childishly believe that these things “[are] our 

birthright,” (Descartes, 12). However, Descartes does offer a counterpoint that if we believe that 

“all external goods [are] equally beyond our power,” then we will be able to find contentment 

(Descartes, 12). In Part Four, Descartes proves the existence of the human soul and God. He 

proves the existence of the human soul by arguing that since “[he] couldn’t pretend that [he] 

didn’t exist” but could easily pretend that “there was no world and no place for [him] to be in,” 

his mind and soul are therefore “entirely distinct from the body,” (Descartes, 15). Descartes 

proves the existence of God by arguing that the “ability to think of something more perfect than 

[he is]… had to come from… something that was in fact more perfect than [he is],” (i.e. God) 

(Descartes, 15). Considering that “Galileo was persecuted by the Catholic Church around the 

same time that Descartes was writing the Discourse on the Method,” I think it is questionable 

how earnestly Descartes actually believed in the existence of a divine being(s) (Burke). In Part 

Five, Descartes discusses the “questions in physics [he] has investigated… and some problems in 

the medical sphere,” (Descartes, 1). In his discussion about how humans are different from 



Burton 3 
 

animals, Descartes argues that since animals cannot “do anything like… invent their own signs 

to make themselves understood,” that they “[do not] merely… have less reason than [humans]…, 

they don’t have reason at all,” (Descartes/Bennet, 22-23). By blatantly stating that animals have 

no reason at all, Descartes implicitly approves of the preexisting belief in his time period that 

humans are superior to nature and can do as they please with nature. Furthermore, in Part Six, 

when he discusses how “we are to go further than he has in the investigation of nature,” 

Descartes explicitly states that his method will help humanity “find a practical philosophy 

through which… [we might] make ourselves the masters and (as it were) owners of nature,” 

(Descartes, 1 & 24). Throughout his essay, Descartes makes it clear that he believes that humans 

are better than nature, and consequently, through his fame and renown, he sets an example for 

future scientists and intellectuals that nature is subservient to humankind. 

Darwin’s Origin of Species was written in the nineteenth century to explain the “general 

conclusions that [he] has on the origin of species,” (Darwin/Origin, 27). Darwin came to the 

conclusion that “each species… had descended… from other species” after contemplating 

“certain facts [on] the distribution of the [species] of the South America” during his voyage on 

the H.M.S. Beagle, (Darwin/Origin, 27 & 28). He discovered that the primary driving force of 

evolution is natural selection because he observed that through the “Divergence[s] of Character” 

and the “Struggle for Existence amongst all organic beings,” any organisms that “vary… in any 

manner profitable to [themselves]… will have a better chance of surviving and thus be naturally 

selected,” (Darwin/Origin, 29). Darwin believes that the idea that “each species has been 

independently created is erroneous” because the species that we have now “have all been 

produced by laws acting around us” right now (Darwin/Origin, 30 & 121). With regards to 

humanity’s relationship to nature, Darwin recognizes that since “all the organic beings which 
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have ever lived on this earth have [very likely] descended from some one primordial form,” there 

is no reason to consider humans special or superior to nature (Darwin/Origins, 118). He also 

emphasizes that the study of “psychology [should] be based on a new foundation” which is that 

of the “necessary acquirement of each mental power and capacity by graduation” rather than the 

preexisting hierarchical belief that one species is better than another because the “species were 

immutable productions” of their creator made to be inferior to humanity (Darwin/Origin, 120 & 

116). Consequently, it is natural for Darwin to conclude, in The Descent of Man (one of 

Darwin’s later works), that “any animal… endowed with well-marked social instincts would 

inevitably acquire a moral sense or conscience,” (Darwin/Chapter 4, 1). Since morality is not 

confined to humans alone, we lose the moral high ground that we used to have over nature. Thus, 

through Darwin’s understanding of the nature and humanity, we become a little bit more mature, 

seeing that we are part of nature and not superior to it. 

Carson’s Lost Woods and Silent Spring were written in the twentieth century to raise 

awareness of the effects of pesticides and other toxins on the environment and the urgent need 

for humanity to take responsibility for its actions. Carson begins her book Lost Woods with the 

story A Fable For Tomorrow which explains modern environmental problems metaphorically. A 

Fable For Tomorrow begins with “a town in the heart of America where all life seemed to live in 

harmony with its surroundings”- similar to how humanity’s relationship with nature used to one 

of peace and harmony (Carson/Fable, 198). However, over time “a strange blight crept over the 

area” which cast the “shadow of death” over everything (Carson/Fable, 198 & 199). Similarly, 

the Earth is experiencing “universal contamination of the environment” which is resulting in “a 

[global] chain of poisoning and death” (Carson/Obligation, 6). In both A Fable For Tomorrow 

and in reality, “[the people] had silenced the rebirth of new life in this stricken world… 
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themselves,” (Carson/Fable, 199). Although “the rapidity of change” caused by humans prevents 

life from adjusting enough to survive, the true solution to our modern dilemma lies not solely in 

changing our actions and methods but in “gear[ing] [our thoughts] to realities [instead of] 

mythical situations,” (Carson/Obligation, 7 & 9). Accepting reality and working with it, which is 

what Carson is getting at in her writing, is what being a mature adult is all about. Consequently, 

humanity will not and cannot truthfully consider itself to be mature until it stops “behave[ing]… 

like the proverbial bad housekeeper who sweeps dirt under the rug” and begins behaving like 

“people guided by scientific knowledge,” (Carson/Pollution, 231). Being mature also means that 

humanity must accept and act on the “moral responsibility” that it has to “our own generation… 

[and] to those of the future,” (Carson/Pollution, 242). This responsibility extends beyond 

protecting our own species because “[humanity] lives in the midst of a complex, dynamic 

interplay of physical, chemical, and biological forces… [with] never-ending interactions,” 

(Carson/Polltuion, 228). Therefore, in protecting and saving our species, we must also take 

responsibility for protecting the world. 

Descartes, Darwin, and Carson build off of each other by slowly moving humanity’s 

mentality from that of a person in early childhood to that of someone in late adulthood. 

Descartes’s view of humanity’s relationship with nature as that of “mak[ing] ourselves the 

masters and… owners of nature” demonstrates characteristics of early childhood mentality, such 

as “egocentrism… [and] centration,” (Descartes, 24) (Moore, 4). Although Descartes 

demonstrates an exemplary cross-cultural understanding of humanity, he is particularly 

egocentric, “the inability to see things from another perspective,” by not being able to get past 

his own idea of language- “[the ability] to invent their own signs to [be understood]”- as the sole 

determinant of an organism’s ability to reason (Moore, 4) (Descartes, 22). For although other life 
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forms may not produce or understand symbolic representations- “conventions of signs”-, they 

actively use and understand iconic and indexical representations- “the likeness between things… 

[and] signs [being] affected by the things they represent”- which requires at least some degree of 

understanding and reason (Morris). Darwin moves humanity into the late adolescence mentality, 

which involves “realizing that issues are not always right or clear,” by recognizing that the 

differences between species and genera of life are not clear, as we would like, but “merely 

artificial combinations made for [our own] convenience,” (Moore, 6) (Darwin, 118). Thus, we 

are only as separate from nature as we wish to imagine ourselves to be. Carson pushes 

humankind into late adulthood by helping humanity to understand that we can “minimize loss 

and successfully confront [the] challenges” of “contamination of man’s total environment” 

through the “application of the ecological understanding that we have [of the world],” (Moore, 7) 

(Carson/Obligation, 8) (Carson/Pollution, 237). It is important to note that although humanity 

may have the mentality of someone in late adulthood because we know what needs to be done to 

“minimize loss and successfully confront challenges,” we cannot consider ourselves to truly be 

mature until we take the necessary actions to save ourselves and the world (Moore, 7). 

I think Descartes, Darwin, and Carson suggest three uniquely different futures that 

humanity could have through the implications of the human-nature relationships explored in their 

texts. Descartes’s essay The Discourse on the Method sets up a relationship between humanity 

and nature in which “[we] make ourselves the masters… of nature,” (Descartes, 24). In a world 

where humans are true masters of earth, the landscape would be boring and uninspiring because 

“man has displayed a passion for simplifying [nature],” (Carson/Obligation, 10). I find art to be 

impressive for its ability to transcend our own experiences and connect us to perspectives and 

views that we might not have considered otherwise. However, since the fine arts would no longer 
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have access to several billion years of knowledge that transcend the human experience, I think 

humanity’s complexity of thought and empathy for other living beings would be greatly 

diminished. I also believe the quality of life, in a world according to Descartes, would be much 

lower than it is today because humanity “[would be] too unwilling to concede the… actual 

existence of hazard,” (Carson/Pollution, 241). Humanity would continue to produce new shiny 

products at any cost, poisoning itself and its children for generations to come. This will most 

likely be accompanied by a rapid increase in birth defects and mental retardation due to “genetic 

damage from harmful elements in the environment,” (Carson/Pollution, 243). Darwin’s novel 

The Origin of Species sets up for humanity a more respectful and understanding relationship with 

nature because he believes that “all living things have much in common,” (Darwin/Origin, 117). 

Darwin’s novel gives little evidence on what the world might be, but he does suggest how the 

sciences might be improved in his version of reality. In the classification of species, naturalists 

would be free to express their own opinions because “the load of prejudice by which this subject 

is overwhelmed [would] be removed,” (Darwin/Origin, 116). In addition, the sciences would 

probably be more pure because the distinction between personal beliefs and facts would be more 

strictly enforced. With regards to psychology and behavioral studies, humanity would not 

consider any species inferior to itself because we would understand that every mental faculty was 

developed through “necessary acquirement,” (Darwin/Origin, 120). As for natural history, there 

would probably be a higher interest in it because humanity would “regard every production of 

nature… and [every] instinct as the summing up of many contrivances… useful to each 

possessor,” (Darwin/Origin, 119). Darwin’s belief in nature as a history book and expansive 

database would most likely also result in the expansion of biomimicry in industry and societal 

models. Carson’s view on humanity’s relationship with nature as one of having a “moral 
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responsibility… [for] the future” would setup for humanity a more thoughtful, considerate, and 

self-aware world (Carson/Pollution, 244). For example, when new products become developed, 

businesses would be required to “evaluate the risks associated with [the product] before it is 

[released]” instead of pulling it off the shelf after the fact (Carson/Pollution, 232). A more 

general education would be required, in Carson’s world, before people can specialize because 

she believes it is people who “are unaware of or intolerant of the larger frame into which [things] 

fit” that created our current ecological disaster in the first place (Carson/Obligation, 13). This 

might perhaps take the form of a liberal education before or alongside more technical degrees. 

The way that food would be grown in Carson’s world would most likely be similar to 

agroecology- “a farming approach that mimics natural ecosystems”- because “the built-in checks 

and balances by which nature holds species within bounds” can be utilized to produce better 

yields without the aid of pesticides (Conrad, 1) (Carson/Obligation, 10). 

 Even though our present situation in the modern world may look bleak, through the 

works of Descartes, Darwin, and Carson, we see that humanity’s mentality has significantly 

changed which gives hope that humanity can make the great leap and act on what it knows. 
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