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THESIS ABSTRACT

QUESTIONING THE ROLE OF EVOLUTION IN UNDERSTANDING

OURSELVES: A CRITICAL DISCOURSE ANALYTIC STUDY

OF SCIENTIFIC ARTICLES IN TIME MAGAZINE

Christy E. Cooksey
Master of Arts, August 4, 2007
(B.S., Southern Polytechnic State University, 1998)
168 Typed Pages

Directed by Robert R. Agne

This study is a critical analysis of language-use in scientific cover stories in
TIME magazine over the course of the past 15 years. It focuses specifically on articles
that apply concepts of evolution to aspects of human wellness. My launching point for
this study is Jacque Ellul's (1990) model of the ideology of science, which shows how
historical events have buttressed the cultural value of science as the preeminent
institution of truth. T7IME magazine is one place where Ellul’s model is particularly
visible.

Treating the text of the articles in TIMFE as discourse (Fairclough, 2001), my

analysis follows Fairclough’s (1995b) method of critical discourse analysis, which aims
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to uncover hidden power structures through close examination of language-use. The
central argument for my paper is that the language-use in TIME cover articles is
hegemonic by demystifying meaning in the human experience and naturalizing
deterministic explanations of complex human conditions. The analysis describes three
functions of language-use that support this claim. One is the shaping of ideas about what
it means to be human. Another is the establishment of interpersonal relationships between
the media source and the audience. The third is the appropriating of what Pearce and
Branham (1978) call “ineffable” experiences by locating them, validating them, and
framing science as a servant to them. My concluding comments discuss the implications

of the power of science and the extent to which our needs as human beings are being met.
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L. INTRODUCTION: A GLANCE AT MODERN HUMANITY
[The] new Philosophy calls all in doubt,
The Element of fire is quite put out;
The Sun is lost, and th’earth, and no man’s wit
Can well direct him where to look for it.
And freely confess that this world’s spent
When in the planets and the firmament
They seek so many new; they see that this
Is crumbled out again to its anatomies
“Tis all in pieces, all coherence gone . . .

- Donne
An Anatomy of the World

Could the luminaries of the scientific revolution have forseen the deep and lasting
impact their radical ideas would have on the psyche of humankind? In An Anatomy of the
World, Donne (1990) describes the implications of the new cultural skepticism brought
about by the scientific revolution. The shift from Ptolemy’s Earth-centered universe to a
Copernican sun-centered universe and the birth of Bacon’s scientific method forced
humans to rethink their place in the cosmos and closely scrutinze all that was once
considered unexplainable, mystical, and sacred. Donne laments this dissection of the
natural world into its anatomical parts and reflects on its meaning. With the rise of this
new philosophy, the parts are explained at the expense of the whole; we come to know
the mechanisms of nature but not its meaning.

In the modern age, despite Donne’s lament, we have come to embrace science as
integral to understanding not only the universe but ourselves. From evolution to modern
medicine, science is an oracle that tells us where we come from and how we function. It
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is a tool for creating technologies that sustain us and take us where we want to go.
Science, with its value for replication and falsification, is also seen as democratic and has
the capacity to solve all the problems that trouble us. Science helps us know ourselves
and our reality in a way that allows us to grow, to improve, and progress.

The foundation of my thesis questions this view of science in two ways. First, this
view sees science as a cure that emphasizes how we function while obscuring the
meaning in our existence. We revere science for the myriad ways in which it improves
and sustains our quality of life. We look to science to address many of our physiological,
psychological, and intellectual needs. For instance, popular literature armed with
equations, worksheets, and strategic plans explains how to be better, transform, and go
further. New technologies like Prozac and xenografts help us maintain our momentum.
We see ourselves as machines that can be improved, altered, and optimized based on our
needs. However, this cultural reverence of science and technology is unnecessarily
narrow. Can science attend to the more complex human needs of identity, satisfaction,
and personal fulfillment? It is logical to lean on science for the best explanation of our
physical selves, but does science best explain and address the intangibles of love,
altruism, ambition, and happiness? By focusing on the mechanisms of human nature, we
lose sight of the larger meaning of our lives and the purpose that these mechanisms serve.
The more we learn about our parts, the less attention we give to our whole.

Second, this cultural reverence of science is socially constructed and complicated
by how we learn about ourselves. In a general sense, we learn by interacting with our
reality and with others through language (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). In particular,

media act as a source for the definitions and images of social reality that we widely



embrace as a legitimate view of our shared identity (McQuail, 2000). For science,
specifically, what we see in a science article or watch on a documentary is based on more
than just facts regarding critical aspects of human life. The information has been filtered
through an array of individual and cultural predilections. The mediated source obviously
has a viewpoint, but so do the audience and the culture in which the message is produced
and distributed. Explanations of human nature, including those offered by scientists and
scientific institutions, incorporate layers of interpretation influenced by many views of
reality and reinforced by the cultural power structures to which they belong. As
Horkheimer and Adorno (1944/2002) suggest, the result is typically a culturally preferred
view of science and rationality as unquestionably valuable in our understanding of human
nature and human needs.

Since Donne wrote those prophetic words questioning the impact of this new
philosophy, science has indeed become institutionalized and culturally embraced as a lens
for understanding our own humanity. It is also viewed as the key to solving our problems
as well as meeting our needs and desires. The cultural value of science and reason as
critical to understanding ourselves can be traced back hundreds of years. To address
human needs, as we have for generations, we learn the mechanisms that drive these needs
and then intervene with technology or scientific skill to alter the mechanism itself. We, as
a culture, supply the vision while the scientific method dictates the formula and the plan.
Science and rationality help us make sense of the human machine and the human
condition, allowing us to transform ourselves into who we want to be.

In this thesis I critically investigate how, though language, science becomes

culturally valued as a preferred way of knowing who we are as humans. In particular,



through a critical discourse analysis of key articles in 7IME magazine, I shed light on the
roles that cultural attitudes in media play in our popular scientific understanding of
human nature. I focus on articles related to evolution theory, the area of science that is
most often linked to human nature, and illuminate the communicative acts that reinforce
its prominence as the preferred explanation of human behavior. I argue that in explaining
the mechanisms of human nature, these articles obscure the significance of the human
experience. In a genuine effort to improve our lives, modern evolution theory as depicted
in popular media texts dissects and demystifies human nature such that it ultimately robs
us of our humanity and perpetuates science as the dominant framework for knowing. In
short, specific language practices in scientific reporting are hegemonic.

In chapter two, I review the literature regarding science as an ideology, modern
cultural perspectives on mass media, and modern evolution theory as an ideological
perspective grounded in 17" century debates over Cartesian dualism. The third chapter is
an explanation of critical language studies (Fairclough, 1989) as the methodology of this
thesis and a specific method known as critical discourse analysis (CDA) (Fairclough,
1995a, 1995b, 2001). I also describe the materials for analysis and explain how I plan to
critically analyze TIME magazine’s coverage of topics pertaining to human needs. The
fourth and fifth chapters make up the analysis of the articles. In the conclusion, I suggest
further research that could be investigated regarding the complex relationship between
the cultural value of science and our understanding of human nature.

Donne’s elegy to the mysteries of the universe may be even more relevant today
than when it was penned. Science is pervasive in our modern understanding of the world

and of our lives. This thesis builds on the literature in a manner that helps illuminate the
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ways in which we understand ourselves and our world implicit to the cultural value of
science. I am hopeful that it will spawn new questions and new ideas regarding the role

of science in reinforcing, instead of undermining, our humanity.



I1. LITERATURE REVIEW: MEDIA, SCIENCE, AND IDEOLOGY

The relationships among media, science, and ideology have been studied
extensively in the historical, sociological, and communication literature. This chapter
gathers together insights from these bodies of knowledge. The aims are to show how
science has emerged as a significantly valued way of knowing reality and to seek out an
analytical space where science’s role in culture can be further explored. In reviewing the
relationships among media and science in society, the cultural value of science can be
better understood, illuminating science as a powerful and dominant lens for seeing reality
and showing how this lens has been maintained and reproduced.

This chapter is divided into four parts. The first part is a review of the research
regarding the rise of science in society and the role that media play in the relationship
between science and culture. This part features an elaboration of Ellul’s (1990) theory of
the ideology of science. The second part is an explanation of hegemony as a concept
closely related to ideology, followed by a review of communication research that focuses
on the relationships between media and science as ideology. The third part turns to a
specific corner of science — evolution — most often linked to human nature and yet largely
unexamined in terms of its relationship to media and society. Specifically, I describe
modern evolution theory as a product of Enlightenment materialist arguments against
Cartesian dualism. I also review defining principles of modern evolution theory and

explain how evolution has become the preferred framework for understanding human



nature. I conclude this chapter by arguing that evolutionary science is also ideological
and, through discourse practices in the media, works to limit our understanding of human
nature.
The Rise of the Cultural Ideology of Science
History shows that science and technology have unquestionably become
culturally salient. It has been extensively argued that the values of the ruling class
combined with several significant events in European history (such as the Reformation,
the Scientific Revolution, the rise of the printing press, and the Industrial Revolution)
fueled the emergence of science as a key component in the ideologies of modern life
(Ellul, 1990; Gouldner, 1976; Weber, 1930/2001). This section describes the cultural
history of science and explains Ellul’s model of the modern ideology of science. This will
show how pivotal historical events have buttressed the cultural value of science as the
preeminent institution of truth, communicating all of the knowledge necessary to
understand human nature and meet human needs.
Cultural History of Science
Modern cultural attitudes and values of science can be traced back to the
revolutionary religious attitudes that propelled the Protestant Reformation (Weber,
1930/2001). When Lutherans and Calvinists separated from the Catholic Church, they
established an ethic which they believed was in contrast to the Catholic religious-political
machine of the time. This ethic rewarded honesty and hard work and also allowed people
to exercise rationality through their own, often literal, interpretations of the Bible. Over
the next century, this outlook sowed the seeds for the emergence of a savvy and skeptical

middle class whose members came to develop skills for rational problem solving and
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created the conditions necessary for significantly increasing their standards of living. It is
this ethic, with strict devotees such as the founder of the scientific method, Bacon, which
led to western civilization’s scientific revolution (1550-1700) (Manzo, 1999).

As the educated middle class grew in stature, so too did the prominence of its
ethic and worldview. This led to the birth of the modern privileged upper class. This
group, predominantly male and Caucasian, possessed the skills to raise capital inspired by
a philosophical view that valued objectivity, promoted skepticism, and coveted a world
free of idols and biases (Weber, 1930/2001). From the 19" century forward, objectivity
and the scientific method took center stage in the search for truth and consequentially in
the management of practical issues, the dissemination of knowledge, and the acquisition
of power and prestige.

The printing press was one of the most critical technological milestones in the
birth of popular skepticism and the ideology of science (Howard, 2005). This new
technology made information widely accessible to the masses for the first time,
eliminating the need for the public to rely on others (such as priests within the Catholic
Church) for knowledge. Gouldner (1976) suggests that the significant increase in printed
material during the Reformation led to a cultural reliance on rationality to make sense of
all the new information. Challenges to knowledge and understanding shifted from simply
acquiring information to acquiring meaning. This shift led to a new worldview ushered in
by the Enlightenment. The educated were now encouraged to understand their world
through the new lens of rationality.

In the modern era, accessible information is found in many forms. A rational and

scientific understanding of reality is facilitated — even filtered — through the mass media.
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Gouldner (1976) argues that mass media decontextualize scientific news so that it can be
made understandable and meaningful to a diverse audience with members who may or
may not interact with the content. This decontextualization ultimately spawns particular
ways of describing and explaining scientific content. To succeed at using media to
engage the public in technical subject matter is to establish a cohesive cultural discourse
that can evolve into ideology. Gouldner further asserts that new facts and examples that
confirmed previously established viewpoints also work to reinforce them. Media users
are easily persuaded to accept new information as valid and accurate since new facts
often refer to information and interpretations that people already share. As a result,
particular viewpoints eventually become dominant as mass media provide a distorted
reflection of history and the social structures that created it. Audiences are exposed to the
most valued viewpoints of the time through media and reinforce those viewpoints
culturally, inadvertently reinforcing the power of the cultural elite as well (see also, Ellul,
1990). 1t is often under these conditions that dominant cultural ideologies can emerge.

The next section expands on this process, discussing the notion of ideology and
Ellul’s (1990) theory of media. Informed by cultural and historical insights of the 20™
century, Ellul’s theory offers an informative framework for understanding the modern the
ideology of science.

Ellul’s Ideology of Science

Enlightenment ideals have not always been embraced as the preeminent way of
knowing. As popular acceptance of the scientific method grew, so did its critics. Many
20" century historians and philosophers have questioned Bacon’s scientific method,

which has been viewed for centuries as almost infallible, from historical (Kuhn, 1962),
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sociological (Bloor, 1976; Collins, 1985; Gilbert & Mulkay, 1984), and methodological
(Feyerabend, 1975, 1978; Latour, 1987; Latour & Woolgar, 1986; Popper, 1959)
perspectives. Ellul (1966) first considered the role that media play in fostering our
modern cultural attitudes toward science. Ellul provides a historical framework that links
science to the power of the cultural elite exercised through the media. Ellul believed that
media serve as a propaganda tool to promote the virtues of science. Ellul claimed that in
the post-World War II era, media no longer worked to inform or persuade the public.
Rather, it facilitated and maintained deeply rooted cultural myths that reinforced the
desires of the cultural elite and the social institutions of power.

In order to better understand the implications of Ellul’s theory, it is helpful to
consider the nature of ideology and its relationship to culture. Marx (see Strinati, 1995)
describes ideology as the set of predominant ideas of a capitalist society that are
constructed and circulated by the ruling class in order to secure their power. Ideologies
are not simply dictated by the ruling class through cultural forces and the events of
history in an effort to mobilize people on behalf of certain principles or ideals (Gouldner,
1976). The ideals of the ruling class evolve culturally and historically, while being
reinforced over generations, resulting in ever-evolving and ever-strengthening ideologies.
Ellul (1990) suggests that these ideological dynamics have specific implications for the
ever-growing value of science and rationality in our society. As the accepted cultural
ideologies of science take root, a human type is created that is recognized as normal.
Accepted norms are then reinforced, becoming integral to the ideology and to the proper
conditioning of human behavior. As individuals acting within a society that values

science, people choose to conform or resist. To conform is to become the human-machine
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ideal; to resist is to become inferior. As the way of understanding the self becomes more
rational, humanity becomes rational in turn (Ellul, 1990).

Though critical in tone, Ellul’s (1966) theory is philosophically aligned with the
early “direct-effects” perspective of media studies. To Ellul media acts as a form of
propaganda with an agenda to reinforce the cultural value of science in order to maintain
the power of the elite. However, as media theory has developed over time, this linear,
one-way view has not held up to critical scrutiny (McQuail, 2000). While the one-way
influence of media in reinforcing cultural ideologies has been largely modified and/or
rejected, Ellul’s historical insights regarding the emergence of the modern ideology of
science are still useful in explaining how science and rationality have come to be
culturally embraced and revered.

Ellul’s (1966, 1990) main argument is that the cultural ideology of science was
established during the Enlightenment and has evolved through four phases during the 20™
century. The first was Scientism of the late 1800s, which viewed science as the arbiter of
truth. By the early 1900s, in the second phase, science was viewed with optimism and
expected to bring happiness. The third phase began during the later part of World War II,
the time during which the atomic bomb introduced a popular skepticism about the
intentions and uses of science. Finally, the most recent phase, beginning in the 1970s,
renewed popular faith in the promise of science for improving society. Each of these
periods reflects an ever evolving cultural ideology of science comprised of key ideas that
are central to the ways in which people understand themselves and their environment in

the 20" century.
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Phase One: Scientism

Ellul (1990) described the first phase as the turn-of-the-century cultural embrace
of scientism. Scientism provided the seeds for the cultural institutionalization of science.
For adherents of scientism, science discovers truth. According to Ellul, during this time
the world was seen as a finite entity that could best be understood using the tools of
science. However, the extent to which science served society wasn’t always clear. A
strong debate broke out among intellectuals of the mid 1800s weighing the merits of
science as a professional institution that served the needs of all classes rather than just
serving as a leisure activity for the curious elite (Berman, 1975). While the upper class
poured their resources into science as a leisure activity, the middle class adopted the same
upper class curiosity with the determination to improve their own standards of life. This
ultimately led to the formal institutionalization of the interdisciplinary sciences and the
idea of science as a harbinger of truth was slowly born. With the industrial revolution
gathering steam, this wide cultural embrace of scientism began to overlap with Marx’s
(Berman, 1975) critique of class at the time. Intellectuals who were not scientists came to
consider science-inspired empiricism as a way to further illuminate and cure class
problems. Rationalism could do more than provide for practical needs; it could help
address social woes as well.
Phase Two: The Age of Happiness

Ellul’s (1990) second phase of the ideology of science was described as an age of
happiness. During this period, which ran through the 1920s into the early part of World
War 11, science was seen as the key to personal growth and happiness. Progress in

technology spawned from the industrial revolution, including medicine and surgery, gave
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science a significant authoritative quality. This progress caused a cultural shift in the
perceived source of human happiness. Where spirituality and idealism were once
considered the keys to bliss, it was during this period that science offered solutions to
problems tied to a practical sense of well-being.

The industrial revolution’s flourish of technology was linked directly to well-
being through a strong ethic of consumption. During the New Deal, people believed that
wide consumption of products and services provided by the industrial revolution led
directly to their welfare and happiness (Cohen, 2003). Advertisements, advertising trade
magazines, and editorials in the Saturday Evening Post during the period promoted
transportation, materials, and chemical products as not only good for readers’ lives, but
good for the war effort (Young, 2005). Messages oriented around consumption generated
during the war also linked the cultural value of technology and science to core American
ideals. Democracy was reinforced in media by a pro-technology ideology tied to free
enterprise and mass consumption.

By this period, academics had solidly embraced the philosophies of objectivity
and liberalism spawned by the Enlightenment, while social scientists in particular began
to explore how natural laws and scientific principles could be applied to social problems.
Social researchers of the 1920s used science to transform the events of history into events
of nature using models to explain cultural discord and promoting scientific law as a way
to ease tension (Ross, 1993). In modeling their theories on natural law, social scientists
collectively adopted the strongly positivist position that science provided a superior view
of reality. As a result, science and rationality ruled popular and academic cultures. With

its promise to solve individual and social problems, science remained a largely
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unquestioned institution until the final years of World War IL
Phase Three: Doubt and Defiance

Phase three is characterized as science suffering an identity crisis. Toward the end
and after World War II, with the emergence of positive and negative applications of
technology, science faced cultural doubt and defiance. Applications of science widened,
leading to less focus on the advancement of the human cause. Instead, science could be
used to try anything and explore everything, no matter the intention. During this period
science was seen as a tool for gaining power instead of discovering truth or happiness.

Many historical examples reference the negative and positive uses of technology
during and after the war. In a book on Nazi human experimentation during World War II,
Spitz (2005) details the gruesome testing of new technologies on political prisoners. Spitz
describes many scientific experiments uncovered from original Nazi prisoner records that
involved physiological testing (e.g., rewarming, bone transplantation, sterilization
through x-ray), disease testing (e.g., malaria, typhus, and hepatitis), and chemical
exposure (e.g., mustard gas, polygala, and phenol). History also tells of the Allies’ use of
destructive technologies. In the years following the war, the creation and detonation of
the atomic bomb led to a scientific and popular debate about the use of atomic energy for
large scale destruction. The destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki made society more
aware of the power of science, and made scientists more aware of their responsibility to
society (Badash, 2005).

Positive applications of technology toward the end of the war included the
discovery of penicillin, still considered one of the world’s wonder drugs. The advent of

penicillin was a boon for the medical sciences and society at large since it was one of the
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first antidotes for infection that did not require invasive treatment (Hamdy, 2006).
Penicillin could be administered easily during illness and saved lives within only a few
days. Another positive technology to emerge from the war was nylon. A material that was
used solely for manufacturing parachutes and cording during the war became the staple
fiber for numerous consumer products in postwar America (Westervelt, 2000). By the
end of the war, Dupont was able to expand its production capacity of nylon dramatically,
and by late 1949 sales reached nearly 100 million pounds per year (Hermes, 1996). At
this point in American consciousness, science was considered both dangerous and
beneficial depending on the intentions of its user and the application of its use.
Phase Four: Science Supports Economic Development

Starting in the mid 1970s, and continuing into today, Ellul (1990) states that
science was (and currently is) seen as practiced for the sake of development. It is a tool
for economic prosperity viewed as serving a critical service to the economy. Dickson and
Noble (1981) discuss how science and technology policy became central to the political
economy of the U.S. with the emergence of a strong science-based industry rooted in
policies developed deep within the Reagan administration. The authors describe how
these policies, insulated from the popular electoral process, have worked in recent years
to solidify the authority of science over national issues of health, communication, and
transportation. Advances in biotechnology and information technology that have emerged
as a result of these policies have led to a renewed faith and hope in the prospects of
science. However, Ellul (1990) warns that this optimism has led to a cultural dependence
on the promise of science “as not just the discovering of nature, but the response to

everything that disquiets or troubles us” (p. 182).
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This historical framework for understanding science as an ideology is
informative because, as Ellul (1990) argues, it illustrates not only how society embraces
and internalizes radical ideas through critical events of history, but also how such ideas
dramatically shape the way we understand ourselves and our place in the world. In the
early phases of the ideology of science, science was a window on the universe and a tool
for improving our view of reality. In the modern phases, this tool has been transformed
into an extension of ourselves, a way of controlling the outcomes of reality and ensuring
our progress. As a result, society has internalized the core ideas implicit to science —
rationalism and objectivity — in ways that have transformed how we behave, how we
understand ourselves and how we understand each other.

From early in its history, science has assumed a dominant role in the making and
governing of society. It should be noted, however, that science is fundamentally founded
on faith — a faith in progress, objectivity, and rationality (Ellul, 1990). Putting faith in
science means putting faith in its social power, how it is applied, and how its insights are
managed. Understanding a culture’s faith in science is a good way to understand the
culture’s underlying power structure. Thus, the second part of this chapter describes how
ideologies implicit to the power struct