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At least the title of C.P. Snow's The Two Cultures has entered into the
general currency of thought in the Western world. This book contains
Snow's original 1959 Rede lecture as well as a follow up published five years
later (The Two Cultures: A Second Look). These are coupled with an
introduction by Stefan Collini which runs to over seventy pages; this sets
both Snow and his lecture in historical context and reconsiders them in
the light of the last thirty years.
Snow's basic thesis was that the breakdown of communication between
the sciences and the humanities (the "two cultures" of the title) was a
major hindrance to solving the world's problems. This is combined with
some criticism of the British education system and some broad
suggestions as to how to change it. It is hard to see why quite such a fuss
was made over Snow's lecture at the time; as he himself was the first to
admit (in the second work), nothing he said was particularly original.
Perhaps the time was just ripe for a controversy.
Snow's ideas are clearly dated (his view of science and the arts was formed
at Cambridge in the 1930s), and his viewpoint is very simplistic in places
(his somewhat naive assumption of the ability of science to solve the
world's problems is perhaps the most notable). Any communication
problem between the arts and the sciences is now subsumed by a much
more general fragmentation of human learning, a fragmentation which is
actively lauded by many. The introduction (which is in many ways more
interesting than the actual text) discusses these issues and others.
While no longer essential reading, The Two Cultures still warrants attention
from anyone interested in the history of ideas. Coupled with an impressive
introduction and released under Cambridge University Press' affordable
Canto imprint, this is definitely a worthwhile volume.

November 1993
External links:
- buy from Amazon.com or Amazon.co.uk
- details at Cambridge University Press
Related reviews:
- more history of ideas
- books about philosophy of science
- books published by Cambridge University Press
%T The Two Cultures
%A Snow, C.P.
%I Cambridge University Press
%D 1993
%O paperback
%G ISBN 0521457300
%P lxxiii,107pp

Subjects | Titles | Authors | Best Books | Search | Latest
Book Reviews by Danny Yee

